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ABSTRACT 

“A Woman’s Worth: Gendered Concepts of Value in Victorian Literature and Culture” 

examines how Victorian ideas and thinking about value intervened and intersected with the 

debate about and depiction of the Woman Question. I identify the second half of the nineteenth 

century as the setting for a crisis of value, where concepts of value were being formulated and 

revised in almost every sphere of life—economic, material, religious, political, and cultural. At 

the same time, activists and writers were grappling with the Woman Question, which asked 

what rights, responsibilities, and roles Victorian woman should have. I argue that these issues 

became intertwined for mid-Victorian authors, who staged the crisis of value and the woman 

question as essentially linked: what makes a woman valuable and what is the nature of her 

value? Conventionally, the answers were found in the marriage plot and depended on exchange 

value, i.e. the traffic in women. Many Victorian authors critiqued this formulation of value, 

revealing how little control women were given over their fate. Some authors were compelled to 

go even further and imagine alternative value systems that were more equitable and 

empowering for the women in their novels, and, potentially, their female readers. My three 

chapters each examine how authors used a particular register of value to both depict the 

problem with female value and experiment with new and potentially progressive models.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Victorian Values and the Woman Question 

 

 

The term “Victorian values” has great political traction in modern-day Britain. Often 

invoked by Conservative Party Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, the term implies the 

Victorians’ concept of value was a staid bastion of conservative ideals that can be deployed to a 

political public that understands exactly its meaning then and now.  Most people who have 

more than a nodding acquaintance with Victorian Britain, however, will attest to the fact that 

the Victorian era was actually the setting for a crisis of value, both in the traditional meaning of 

“principles or standards of behavior, one's judgment of what is important in life,” and the 

specific definition of “the material or monetary worth of something” (“value”). The British 

nineteenth century witnessed events such as the rise of industrial capitalism, extension of the 

electorate, expansion of the British empire, and organization of the women’s movement: events 

that inspired deep cultural conflicts, landmark legislation, and revolutionary debates. At the 

center of many of these debates we find Victorian writers struggling to find and define value for 

their audiences in a rapidly changing world. Victorian values were very much subject to 

deliberation and definition, and literature provided a place where authors could experiment 

with and explore new value models and systems, showing their readers what it meant to live in 

the modern society and culture that was being created around them. 

One group for whom the concerns in these debates were particularly high was Victorian 

women. Around mid-century, debates about the rights, responsibilities, and roles of women 

intensified. The aptly named Women Question (in reality several questions) considered 

whether or not women (primarily middle-class) should be considered equal to men in their 
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ability to own property, make contracts, obtain an education, and support themselves 

financially by practicing a profession outside the home. Complicating many of these issues was 

the census of 1851, which for the first time gathered information on marital status and revealed 

that there were 500,000 more women than men in Great Britain. This disparity, which seemed 

to doom a large number of women to single lives, troubled many contemporary commentators 

and challenged the public to acknowledge and accommodate the women for whom it was 

impossible to find a mate. Men and women participated in both sides of these debates, and 

significant legislation including the Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857 and the Married Women’s 

Property Acts of 1870 and 1882 was passed by Parliament during this period. Despite 

conservative backlash as well as calls for more radical solutions, women’s roles in society and at 

home did gradually change over the course of the century with increases in female education, 

expanded rights to property, a proliferation of female political societies and leaders, and 

recognition of the need for many women to enter the workforce. These changes demanded a 

reassessment of how women were considered, treated, and valued in Victorian Britain. 

“A Woman’s Worth: Gendered Concepts of Value in Victorian Literature and Culture” 

argues that many mid-to-late nineteenth century authors stage these two issues—the crisis of 

value occurring affecting all areas of life including economic, religious, political, and cultural 

spheres and the Woman Question—as essentially linked. Authors pose their inquiries into 

Woman Question as questions about value: what makes a woman valuable and what is the 

nature of her value? For those seeking answers to the Woman Question, the stakes for finding 

a value system that allowed women autonomy and a sense of self-worth were no less than the 

future of one half of the population. “A Woman’s Worth” focuses on how Victorian authors use 

the language and structure of value to both critique and attempt to reformulate female value 

during this crucial period. Using the power of literature both to reflect women’s existing 
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position and to “imagine and to represent social conditions not yet in being” (Thompson 7), 

these authors tasked themselves with both critiquing the current state of female value and 

using their narratives to explore alternative value systems that were potentially more equitable 

and empowering for the women in their novels and their female readers.  

* 

According to my sister, I am always rooting for the villainess. My sister does not use 

such a polite term, but the character she’s describing is always a woman, and is always 

ruthlessly pursuing her goal, heedless of both conventional femininity and the social code of 

conduct if either gets in her way. This character is rarely the heroine; more often than not, she 

competes with the heroine for the love of the hero, but loses out to the heroine’s goodness and 

virtue in the end. Some of my favorite novels, however, are those where this character plays the 

role of protagonist. Perhaps the best example of this is George Eliot’s Daniel Deronda, where 

the “spoiled child” (5) Gwendolen Harleth is found unworthy of the love of Daniel and is 

instead led by her desire for preeminence into an abusive marriage that ends in manslaughter. 

Gwendolen’s folly—for which she is punished by Eliot—is wanting to escape the poverty and 

limitations of her maidenhood and thinking that marriage to a wealthy man will allow her to 

have more control over her life and a greater chance at happiness. I have sympathy for 

Gwendolen’s ignorance and weakness in part because I recognize her desperation to be valued: 

to be seen as important and worthy in whatever way her culture defines those terms, and to be 

able to use that firm standing to make decisions about her life that will increase her chance at 

fulfilment. The difficulty for women such as Gwendolen was that their value relies on their 

marriageability, or their potential to be exchanged on the marriage market, and once this 

transaction is completed, their value is gone. Despite her best efforts, and despite doing what 

her culture tells her she must do to realize her value, Gwendolen is devalued by her marriage 
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and no closer to becoming the powerful and worthy person she aspires to be. I root for her, and 

for other female characters in Victorian literature (and beyond) like her, who struggle, and even 

fight dirty, to get recognition from a system that does not see them and their abilities as vital 

or valuable, and this dissertation is in part a gathering of Victorian authors who, like me, think 

they deserve better. 

Part of this thinking about female characters and value is familiar territory. Feminist 

critics, beginning in the 1970s and 80s, understood Victorian gender roles as highly value-

specific. François Basch writes about viewing Victorian women through “the three panels of the 

mythical triptych of women. The model, the revalued and even sanctified image of the wife-

mother, is compared with two negative images that are the reverse of this idea: that of the 

single woman, debased and largely caricatured, and the impure woman, condemned and even 

damned” (xix). The assumptions about the value of Victorian women Basch makes dominated 

conventional thinking for some time because they fit perfectly with how many Victorian 

authors wrote about women and their value.  

But there were other voices, and other representations of this trio of women, that 

stressed the falseness of this narrative. In Christina Rossetti’s 1856 poem “A Triad”, we meet 

three women, much like Basch’s mystical images: 

Three sang of love together; one with lips 

Crimson, with cheeks and bosom in a glow, 

Flushed to the yellow hair and finger tips;   



5 

 

And one there sang who soft and smooth as snow 

Bloomed like a tinted hyacinth at a show; 

And one was blue with famine after love,  

Who like a harpstring snapped rang harsh and low 

The burden of what those were singing of. 

One shamed herself in love; one temperately 

Grew gross in soulless love, a sluggish wife; 

One famished died for love. Thus two of three 

took death for love and won him after strife; 

One droned in sweetness like a fattened bee; 

All on the threshold, yet all short of life. (1462-63) 

Rossetti’s poem features three reactions to “love”: fallenness, marriage, and celibacy. But 

instead of exalting one and condemning the other two, Rossetti shows how all three women are 

“short of life”; in other words, not have achieved anything in life because they have let love, or 

in other words heteronormativity, dictate their identities and their paths. Even the wife and 

mother, who according to conventional wisdom should have realized the pinnacle of Victorian 

value, is portrayed by Rossetti (who never married) as a “fattened” drone who has no self-will 

and grows “gross” in a “soulless love,” a phrase we can interpret as meaning a marriage for 

convenience or money rather than affection or companionship. Rossetti’s condemnation of the 

limited possibilities for this triad, and her refutation of the idea that any of these roles truly 

allow women to realize their value or give them a full life, complicates the idea posited by early 

Feminist critics that female value was, for the Victorians, simply a matter of gender roles. 

A more sophisticated understanding of Victorian women and value advanced when 

scholars placed the establishment of gender norms next to the development of economic 
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structures such as market capitalism and the middle class. The work of Nancy Armstrong and 

Mary Poovey revealed the eighteenth century as the site of just such a convergence. Figures of 

female virtue replaced an earlier concept of value as the purview of the aristocracy because, as 

Armstrong describes, “[d]uring the eighteenth century, one author after another discovered 

that the customary way of understanding social experience actually misrepresented human 

value. In place of the intricate status system that had long dominated British thinking, these 

authors began to represent an individual's value in term of his, but more often in terms of her, 

essential qualities of mind” (3-4). This way of depicting woman seemed to offer an alternative to 

political and economic measures of worth, substituting stable domestic ideals for the more 

divisive constructions such as capitalism, class, and industrialization. The domestic woman, and 

more specifically representations of the domestic woman in literature, took on the ideological 

burden of being a vessel of meaning. Thus, by studying the depiction of female characters in 

novels, we learn something about the value system of the entire novel and the culture it claims 

to depict.  

Both Poovey and Armstrong’s arguments about the importance of domesticity and 

female characters hinge on the doctrine of separate spheres, in which economic value is strictly 

public and inherently volatile and speculative, while affective value is strictly domestic and 

therefore theoretically more stable and real. There has recently been a backlash from feminist 

critics and historians about the tendency of the separate spheres formulation and theories that 

rely on it to essentialize the experiences of Victorian women and their depiction in literature,1 

my dissertation to some extent rehabilitates its usefulness for discussing female value. That the 

                                                      
1 For example, Elizabeth Langland argues that the presence of domestic servants for whom the house was a 
workplace introduces economic and political issues into the so-called affective realm of the domestic sphere. 
Langland asserts that “domestic ideology is an unstable amalgam of at least two other major ideologies: a 
patriarchal ideology regulating interactions between men and women and a bourgeois ideology justifying the class 
system and supporting the social status quo” (18). See Elizabeth Langland, Nobody’s Angels: Middle Class Women 
and Domestic Ideology in Victorian Culture (Ithaca NY: Cornell Univ. Press, 1995). 
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ideal of separate spheres often fails to completely distinguish the public and the private is 

exactly what makes this construct so useful for my investigation: if we apply ostensibly 

public/economic models of value to the private/affective sphere, the system of value within the 

novel becomes easier to identify and understand. Domestic constructs allow us to then examine 

to what extent the system of value reinforces the powerful truism of public/private or falls 

short of this ideal. Because literature is an imaginative space where both results are possible, it 

is the ideal place (both then and now) to stage potentially radical models of value, using gender 

as a structure upon which to build them.  

James Thompson’s Models of Value demonstrates the pivotal part the separation of 

spheres played in the narrative of literature’s relationship to economic writing and developing 

ideas of market value. His argument also begins in the eighteenth century, when market models 

of value and capitalism were starting to replace previous structures governing property, 

wealth, and human relationships. He writes “[t]his historical event or transformation was in 

the eighteenth century represented or thematized as a crisis in the notion of value—that is, 

where is value or worth to be located—in silver or paper, thing or name, or in a different genre, 

the courtship novel, in name or face, body or self?” (2-3). His explanation of the different genres 

produced by this crisis—the novel and political economy—is based on separate spheres: one 

genre explained value as being completely public, economic, and masculine, while the other 

genre explained value as being private, moral, and feminine. I find Thompson’s gendering of 

value compelling and useful because it forces the economic and public back in the affective and 

private only to find market forces and values were always already present. By setting their 

novels in the domestic sphere of the home and focusing on female characters, authors appeared 

to be trying to ignore or disavow the political and economic structures of meaning. The 
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opposite, however, is true: again and again, we find authors making the personal political, using 

both the language and imagery of money to create meaning in their texts. 

Thompson, Armstrong, and Poovey have identified the eighteenth century as the 

setting for a crisis of value that led novelists to posit an alternative model of virtue and 

worthiness in the affective realm, specifically in the domestic woman and her marriage plot. 

During the nineteenth century, particularly I will argue in the mid- to late-Victorian period 

from 1860 to 1900, the work of resolving the various meanings and implications of value—

economic, moral, political, and gendered—only intensified. Political movements such as the 

Chartism (1838-1857) and the Anti-Corn Law League (1838-1846) focused on how the 

economic values of capital were at odds with the moral values of religion and humanism. 

Famously, Thomas Carlyle declared that cash had “grown to be the universal sole nexus of man 

to man” (58). Conflict was created not only because money and economic interests were 

replacing traditional, ostensibly more human concerns, but also because those interests were 

inherently less stable and abstract. The very use of the term “cash” in Carlyle’s formulation 

hints at the crisis in nineteenth century value: cash money, or currency, has no real value, but is 

an economic instrument that represents value, a concept that was still contested and little 

understood in the Victorian era. Indeed, the idea of determining what gave objects, including 

money, their value, was a relatively new concept even for economists during this period. As 

Gordon Bigelow explains “it is only in this period that value becomes a central theoretical issue 

in the field” (59) of economics. The need to define the value of money, people, communities, and 

ideas was a pressing concern for Victorians, who had no clear authority to whom they could 

look to give them a clear answer. Into this void, Victorian authors offered their own models of 

what was valuable, and how that value could be expressed and preserved. 
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Because the woman inhabits the domestic sphere and is the central figure in the 

courtship plot,2 she becomes the object upon which models of value are tested. Thompson 

argues “the female protagonist's value is floating and must be fixed by the process of 

recognition. Not only does this specular logic of patriarchy subject the female to a male system 

of representation and evaluation. What is at issue are the historical particulars of the insertion 

of the female subject in a whole system of value and exchange” (21). The idea of female value 

being a product of exchange, an argument that entered literary studies through Gayle Rubin’s 

“The Traffic in Women,” disrupts the perfect separation between the public and private spheres 

envisioned by the novel and reveals the instability of the private/public division. At the same 

time, it puts the female in a precarious position in which her autonomy and value are decided by 

a transaction that is, in many ways, out of her control. Does the heroine’s marriage 

appropriately measure and legitimate her value in either the domestic sphere or the public 

sphere, or is marriage, as Rubin describes, an unsuccessful and always incomplete transaction? 

Rubin writes “women are in no position to realize the benefits of their own circulation” (118); if 

this is true, to what extent did Victorian novelists understand and depict this failure to realize 

value?  

For authors seriously engaged with mid-Victorian gender politics, the answer is an 

emphatic yes, and this development means that the courtship plot and comic closure are no 

longer adequate answers for the problem of female value raised by the traffic in women, or, as 

the Victorians referred to it, the marriage market. The Woman Question had made many of 

these problems visible not only in their literary or narrative forms, but also in their real-world 

implications. One of the most pressing problems was the idea of coverture, a legal doctrine 

                                                      
2 The woman’s main source of agency and power in any courtship was the right of refusal, which makes her role in 
plots where acceptance signals value very important. 
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dictating a wife’s legal status be subsumed under her husband’s protection and authority. 

Coverture prevented most women from owning property or being legal entities, and was also 

used as an excuse to deny women suffrage. Of course, some wealthy women could and did find 

legal ways to escape the financial and legal drawbacks of coverture, but for most women 

marriage signaled a cessation of her rights to property and legal personhood. This creates 

difficulty when a heroine’s value is only confirmed by her marriage, because upon marriage she 

effectively loses that value, surrendering her any property or power she had to her husband. 

Most conventional courtship plots avoid this problematic element of female value by ending on 

comic closure, showing the moment when the heroine’s value has been confirmed by a wedding 

without depicting the marriage itself, thus avoiding representing the heroine in her now-

devalued position as wife. In Anthony Trollope’s The Bertrams, Caroline Waddington imagines 

that her marriage to a statesman at the middle of the novel will allow her to be “nearly as high 

in the world as the statesman himself” (297). In reality, her power is greatly diminished by her 

marriage, as her jealous husband controls her movements and finances to the point that she 

feels enslaved in her own home. Depicting her suffering and deep regret, Trollope condemns 

the marriage market system that led Caroline to believe her only hope in realizing her value 

was by marrying, only to realize too late that she had lost what little power she possessed. This 

kind of postnuptial plot is rare at the time Trollope writes The Bertrams (1859) but increases in 

frequency as authors including George Eliot, Mary Elizabeth Braddon, Wilkie Collins, and, 

eventually, writers of New Women fiction begin to use this narrative strategy to reveal the 

failure of marriage to secure women’s value. 

Meanwhile, more sophisticated and complex understandings of value from the realms of 

political economy, material culture, and labor movements gave authors new ways of exploring 

and imagining the role of women in society. Much stellar work has been done on how Victorian 
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authors engage each of these fields in their work, sometimes with attention to how this 

engagement intersected with an attendance to gender politics. “A Woman’s Worth” looks at all 

three fields together to see how they all form one narrative about female value in Victorian 

fiction, combining the work of several disciplines to create a more comprehensive picture of the 

concepts involved. My dissertation draws from literary studies, history, anthropology, and 

feminist theory, in order to fully interrogate the many different forms of value that Victorian 

authors depict in their texts. 

Because many of these models of value were emerging as authors wrote about them, my 

dissertation unfolds in roughly chronological order, beginning with the critique of the marriage 

market and questioning the possibility of spinster community, continuing through the rising 

availability and importance of material objects and commodities, and culminating with the new 

opportunities for female employment at the end of the century. The timeliness of the models of 

value available to women is often vital to understanding which women can take advantage of its 

benefits. It is not a coincidence that major legislation was passed on many of these issues 

almost every decade in the second half of the nineteenth century. As the century progressed, 

some barriers to female independence fell, and the Woman Question received some of the 

answers it sought while others, including the question of female value, continued to find 

answers only in literature. 

The authors I discuss in “A Woman’s Worth” are not necessarily known as progressive 

or radical proponents of female equality; I hope my work changes or at least calls into question 

those characterizations. All of the authors I discuss seriously engage with the idea that female 

value is unstable and perhaps unable to realize in the current cultural conditions. They are 

more or less radical in their proposed solutions and are more or less optimistic in the 

probability of those solutions to succeed. But each one takes it upon his or herself to work 
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through the problematic of female value and propose a solution. Novels were chosen for how 

they spoke to the issues and to each other. For this study, it is important to look at novels that 

looked at value in a specific way, mediating a critique of gender inequality through a specific 

understanding or model of value. These novels do that in a sustained and sophisticated way, 

exploring how the expression of value in one form affects the possibilities for valuing women. 

One author that looms large in my project is Trollope, whose reputation as an author 

with progressive view on gender has been gaining ground in recent years. My heavy use of 

Trollope in my first two chapters is because of his unique perspective on the Woman Question, 

as an author whose career spans the dates when the debate was at its highest point. Trollope’s 

novels are deeply involved in the issues raised by this debate, from the concerns about surplus 

women that he depicts in his Littlebath novels, to the fight for female property rights discussed 

in many novels in the Palliser series including most notably The Eustace Diamonds. Trollope 

novels often feature multiple courtship plots, which allows them to depict not only ideal 

courtships but also reveal courtships that go awry and marriages that fail. For these reasons, 

Trollope plays a major role in the mid-century discussion of female value and in mine. 

I have identified three major nodes of value that authors used to explore the idea of 

female worth and autonomy: economic value, what I am calling imbued value, and labor value. 

Economic value encompasses market-based conceptions of value, including theories about how 

value is exchanged, circulated, and represented. Imbued value, I term I have coined, refers to 

the connection women felt between their personal history and worth and objects that they 

made or purchased. They imbued material possessions with their own sense of value, hoping 

that it would preserve and reflect their value despite changes to their marital status and rights 

to property. Finally, female labor value, used here in the sense of value belonging to the and 

inhering in the worker and therefore opposite to what Marx theorized, describes the attempt by 
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women at the end of the nineteenth century to realize their value through their labor and work 

product. Reproductive labor value is a particular form of this value whereby a woman could 

seek fulfillment of her purpose and value through radical motherhood. Mid-century authors 

interrogated and explored these concepts of value in depth, hoping to find in these concepts a 

way to more fully represent and realize women’s worth. 

My first chapter explores how newly available and circulating ideas about political 

economy affected how authors depicted and critiqued the courtship plot. In Trollope’s The 

Bertrams the presence of a spinster community and a focus on mercenary motivations for 

marriage disrupt the courtship plot’s ability to confer and confirm female value in an affective 

marriage and comic closure, revealing this system of value to be not only flawed but also 

damaging to the women who are compelled to participate in it. Trollope critiques the marriage 

market for valuing women per the logic of exchange, not because of intrinsic qualities that 

inhere within the female self. I argue in this chapter for seeing marriageability as a general 

equivalent of value in the courtship plot, a standard of value that allows women to be 

transacted according to a single metric. Marriageability assigns value not because of who 

women are as individuals, but because of traits that society has deemed necessary to continuing 

patriarchal hegemony; moreover, it obscures the failure of marriage or celibacy to grant women 

any true autonomy or sense of self-worth. Trollope revisits and revises his critique of female 

value in Miss Mackenzie, showing how defying the logic of marriageability may lead to happier 

and more satisfying matches. 

I continue my investigation of economic language and concepts in the marriage plot by 

discussing moments in two canonical 1864 texts where women are explicitly described as 

currency or cash. Women’s value on the marriage market was speculative and vulnerable to 

fluctuating, mirroring the potential of currency to become devalued. The description of women 
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as L.S.D. (pounds, shillings, and pence) in these novels and their struggle to be understood as 

gold or truly worthy reflects an anxiety in both the changing role of money in society and the 

changing role of women. In Dickens’s Our Mutual Friend, Trollope’s The Small House at 

Allington, the heroines are subject to the speculation of multiple suitors, and struggle to find a 

way to fix their value by removing themselves from the market through marriage (Bella 

Wilfer) or choosing spinsterdom (Lily Dale).  

Moving from more metaphorical and theoretical registers of value to the physical realm, 

my second chapter focuses on material culture and the depiction of women’s property and place 

in the world of goods. Moving beyond the problematic as women being objectified or made into 

‘things’ in the Victorian marriage market and focusing on recent scholarship surrounding the 

poetics and politics of making, I examine how being able to make or obtain (make-real) material 

objects with imbued value could give women power to make themselves into valued personages 

and enshrine their sense of themselves as worthy. 

Thus the Victorian trousseau, far from being a merely practical item, becomes a kind of 

biographical souvenir that a woman makes on the eve of her transformation from girl to wife. 

The process of making the object in turn re-makes the woman, at the exact moment of her life 

when she is most valuable in terms of marriageability and exchange. Taking a survey of several 

novels where the trousseau features in the secondary courtship plots including three Trollope 

novels (Framley Parsonage, The Eustace Diamonds, and He Knew He Was Right) and Mary 

Elizabeth Braddon’s Vixen, I look at how the making and marking of the trousseau is depicted 

in great detail and with care by authors who nevertheless seem to condemn the process for 

their primary heroines. Both Trollope and Braddon seem wary to endorse this kind of self-

making for women, focusing on the pitfalls that occur with overindulgence in materialism and 

ready-made goods and underlining women’s unstable legal relationship to property. 
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For women who are unmarried and legally entitled to own property, the question of 

material culture is no less complicated. In Elizabeth Gaskell’s Cranford, the spinsters who live 

in Cranford perform class and community through their use of objects, particularly clothing, in 

a way that limits their ability to express themselves and realize their value as individual human 

beings. Miss Matty repeatedly expresses wishes for material goods that are outside the 

boundaries of Cranfordian “elegant economy,” and her inability to make-real the objects of her 

desire reveals Gaskell’s ambivalence about the benefits of collectivism and community for 

allowing otherwise devalued women such as spinsters to create or retain a sense of self-worth. 

In my final chapter I examine a register of value that was newly-available to women 

toward the end of the nineteenth-century: labor. So-called “new women” writers began to fully 

flesh out possibilities of a woman not defined by her relationship to men but by her abilities as a 

productive member of society. This woman, whose existence was greatly owing to the 

successes of the previous generation’s pioneering in women’s education and legal rights, sought 

out new possibilities open to her in the expanding liberal, capitalist society. Historically, it was 

the promise of liberal individualism and the desire to develop personal abilities that led many 

middle-class women to demand the right to employment and even professional prospects, 

despite a culture and a labor market that were hostile to female wage workers. The idea that 

female labor value-- the value a woman holds by virtue of her ability to perform labor of 

different kinds—could be an alternative to the failed marriage market system, allowing women 

to escape the domestic realm and participate on equal terms with men in the public sphere was 

an intriguing and exciting prospect to late-nineteenth-century authors such as George Gissing 

and Grant Allen, whose novels chronicle attempts by women to do pursue just such an 

alternative. 
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For Gissing in his novel The Odd Women, the alternative offered by the female labor 

value system is in many ways no better at realizing value than what it is supposed to replace. 

He does this first by casting doubt on the ability of women to participate in this new form of 

value. Through his depiction of the Madden sisters, half of whom die before the second chapter 

of the novel, he demonstrates how the lack of financial and educational resources make 

participation in the female labor market difficult if not impossible. Gissing portrays adherence 

to the female labor value system as cruel and calculating, as protagonist Rhoda Nunn judges 

women based on whether they are useful to her and her cause. It is only when Rhoda’s faith in 

the system is tested by a courtship and offer of marriage that she begins to sympathize with 

other women. Once she has a choice between marriage and remaining single and pursing her 

life’s work, Rhoda understands how important self-determination is, and also how rare it is for 

women in her society. 

Grant Allen imagines the possibility of reproductive labor value in his novel The Woman 

Who Did. Protagonist Herminia Barton sees maternity as a form of self-expression and the 

realization of her natural abilities. Absolutely opposed to marriage, she believes that women’s 

ability to create children should allow them to realize their value through both a sense of 

performing their duty and state sponsorship. Herminia is ultimately unsuccessful because her 

work product, her daughter Dolores, is alienated from her, resenting her mother’s decisions and 

choosing a life that is antithetical to Herminia’s philosophy. Allen’s novel raised controversy, 

but ultimately brought him no closer to finding an effective value system for realizing female 

value. 

Ultimately, all of these authors are attempting to identify a model of female value that 

acknowledged women’s worth and autonomy; to borrow a phrase from today, these authors 

sought to show that the lives of middle-class white women mattered. Believing in the intrinsic 
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value of these women, the authors in the following chapters tried to represent that value in a 

way that their society and culture would understand. To simply say all white middle-class 

women are valuable would be a radical and unconvincing statement; moreover, believing in the 

intrinsic value of all women (including non-white, non-Christian, foreign, and poor women) or 

indeed of all people was something that not many, including perhaps the authors themselves, 

would have accepted. Instead, novelists linked the value of the women they championed to ways 

that Victorians valued other things such as money, objects, and labor, and revealed how 

inadequate these existing formulations were for the unique and important aspirations, 

communities, and lives of the women they depicted.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

Exchanging Women 

 

At the heart of the Woman Question was a deep dissatisfaction with how the institution 

of marriage was functioning in Victorian England. On the one hand, women who married had 

very few rights to determine actions over themselves and their property; on the other hand, 

women who remained single had very few resources with which to sustain an independent life. 

The expectation that all middle-class women should marry and be supported by their husband 

placed a high value on women who achieved this goal and left few provisions for those who did 

not to make a life for themselves. Meanwhile, the women who had their value ostensibly 

confirmed by achieving of the ultimate goal of Victorian womanhood found they had few 

opportunities for self-determination in their new lives. Both groups of women were dissatisfied 

with the status quo of Victorian marriage, and the Woman Question gave voice to these 

concerns. 

To understand and depict the failure of the Victorian ideal of marriage to provide either 

married or unmarried women with options for actualization of their ambitions, Victorian 

authors turned to economic concepts and language about value. In literature, marriage was 

figured for ideological reasons as an affective undertaking, where intrinsic value was recognized 

by a suitor who was, perhaps uniquely, situated to reciprocate the heroine’s affection with both 

love and resources. But in reality, of course, marriage was and had always entailed the 

exchange of goods in the form of money, land, connections, and the (re)productive labor of the 

woman herself. Mid-century authors increasingly depict the tension between affective and 

economic models of marriage, showing how economic concerns exist alongside and often 

override affective considerations. 
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Authors invoking the economically exploitative nature of marriage often relied on the 

image of the marriage market to represent the problem of female value. Calling marriage a 

market gave up any pretense of the practice being solely in the affective realm, and women as 

something beyond price. Although too ubiquitous by this period to be terribly shocking, it was 

nevertheless meant to scandalize people about the current state of marriage, particularly when 

it came to female value. If women are being bought and sold on a market, their value is subject 

to market forces, including speculation and devaluation; in other words, it is not intrinsic, and it 

is also not in their control. The nature of her value can only be understood or established by 

the terms of the market, and her circulation in that market is completely dependent on supply 

and demand. 

The event that galvanized the movement behind the Woman Question was partially 

attributable to the census of 1851, which showed for the first time the real numbers of single 

women in Victorian Britain. The census revealed that there were 500,000 more women than 

men and that many more women were unmarried than was previously thought. This disparity, 

which seemed to doom a large number of women to single lives, troubled many contemporary 

commentators and challenged the public to acknowledge and accommodate the women for 

whom it was impossible to find a mate.  Such women were, of course, often referred to as 

spinsters and old maids, but were also, and perhaps significantly, described as ‘redundant’ or 

‘surplus’ women.   

The use of economic terms to describe these women indicates one of the most important 

elements of this ‘problem’: because middle-class women were not supposed to work to support 

themselves, someone would have to provide for their needs if they remained unmarried.  The 

words ‘redundant’ and ‘surplus’ also highlighted the fact that as unmarried women who were 

not supposed to give birth to children, they produced nothing that contributed either to the 
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economy or the nation. Their inability to bear legitimate children on whose patrimony the 

continuance of the British life depended made these women literally unproductive members of 

society: they had no value according to traditional domestic ideals.  

While it might be tempting to see the devaluation of spinsters and assume that married 

women must have been highly valued, it is not a simple as Victorian ideology would have us 

believe. As the following section on Trollope’s Littlebath novels will demonstrate, the 

oppositional value relationship between spinsters and married women is something that 

ignores the dissatisfaction of both groups of women with their situations, and the practical 

similarity between the two roles, both of which generally provided use-value to men in the 

form of domestic service. When we view female value positions such as the spinster and 

married women on a continuum or side-by-side, we see the similarities belie the ideological 

differences. 

What becomes clear from these depictions of the marriage market and female value is 

how little control women have over their place in the system of exchange. In the second part of 

this chapter, two heroines find themselves metaphorized by men as paper money and thus in 

danger of circulating in an endless chain of exchange value, never realizing their true worth. 

Women who do try and manipulate their value on the marriage market find out that their value 

is not theirs to give away; as Kathy Alexis Psomiades explains “[the heroine] doesn’t have the 

value she claims to have. Her value is exchange value--as such it doesn't inhere in her, but in 

the systems of exchange in which she operates” (95). These authors critique a system that does 

not allow a woman’s value to inhere in her or allow her any control over that value and try to 

imagine a way to either reform that system or remove women from it altogether. 
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PART ONE: Forms of Value in Trollope’s Littlebath Novels 

 “The question with me was, whether I should be useful as a wife, or useless as an 

unmarried woman?” (The Bertrams 127): thus Caroline Waddington explains her decision to 

marry in Anthony Trollope’s 1859 novel The Bertrams.  Caroline is asking the wrong question. 

She imagines her choice being between two value positions—valuable (wife) or valueless 

(spinster). The question she should be asking—and the question which Trollope repeatedly 

formulates through his courtship plots and novels—is whether there is any system wherein she 

could fully realize her value. Trollope demonstrates the false dichotomy between marriage and 

spinsterdom in two novels set in the fictional town of Littlebath, which is peopled primarily by 

spinsters and widows. Both of these novels—The Bertrams and Miss Mackenzie (1865)—feature 

depictions of a spinster community that appears to offer an alternative system of value to the 

marriage market of the primary plot. What the novels reveal, however, is how neither marriage 

nor spinsterdom allows women to live fulfilled, autonomous lives in which they are valued for 

themselves. This revelation becomes most clear when examining how Trollope understands 

and deploys economic ideas about value and exchange. As depicted in his novels, the only 

register of value for women in the Victorian novel and the world it represented was 

marriageability, which acted as a general equivalent or common value by which to compare and 

exchange women on a marriage market. The necessity of judging all women by this metric or 

standard not only devalues the women who are not “marriageable” but also insures that the 

married (or exchanged) women are similarly devalued. Using economic terms and models to 

understand how value operates, Trollope tries to resolve the problem of female value in 

exchanges such as the marriage market by imagining and modeling an alternative form of 

value. 
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Trollope explicitly invokes the figure of the spinster and the idea of a spinster 

community to ask vital questions about the role and primacy of marriage. It may seem counter-

intuitive to use a figure who is by definition unmarried to investigate marriage; in reality, 

however, focusing on spinsters sheds new light on marriage as an institution and on the 

common experiences of women. Susan Cotts Watkins, in her introduction to a special issue on 

spinsters in the Journal of Family History, explains “[w]e have chosen to focus upon spinsters 

because their study poses questions pertinent to the history of marriage, the family, and 

woman. Where there are few spinsters, we can ask why there are so few acceptable roles other 

than those offered by marriage; where there are many spinsters, we must question the 

centrality of marriage” (311). While the presence of spinsters in Watkins’ historical inquiry is 

statistical fact, the portrayal of single women in the Victorian novel is a potentially radical 

choice on the part of the author. Representations of spinsters are conscious decisions to 

appraise the centrality and role of marriage in the world of the novel and the lives of its 

characters. By placing representations of spinsters within and in relation to a courtship plot 

where marriageable young women are deciding their fate, a novelist can ask “what transcended 

marital status, what married women, spinsters, and widows had in common as women” 

(Watkins 311). Focusing on the range of female subject positions and experiences, then, can 

yield important insights about spinsters, widows, and married woman alike and encompass a 

wider range of possibilities and understandings.  

In Trollope’s The Bertrams and Miss Mackenzie, the spinster community at Littlebath 

makes significant interventions in the courtship plot. The presence of multiple spinsters in The 

Bertrams, which is ostensibly a courtship story involving two young couples, disrupts and 

detracts from a conventional depiction of Victorian marriage. In Miss Mackenzie, the spinster 

and marriage plots are combined in the character of Margaret Mackenzie: an old maid who 
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moves to Littlebath after inheriting her brother’s wealth and subsequently fields multiple offers 

of marriage. Considering these two novels together as “Littlebath novels” allows us to see the 

full scope of Trollope’s engagement with the woman question and creates a new series whose 

connections can be richly mined.3 The Littlebath spinster plot offers an alternative way of 

understanding and modeling value, specifically female value, while at the same time 

demonstrating how both marriage and celibacy fail to give women any real power to determine 

their own value and fate. 

Taking the economics of the marriage market seriously offers unique insights on how 

authors understood and deployed concepts of value to highlight the problematic of female 

agency and autonomy. Although Trollope is not the only author to question the validity of a 

system where women were exchanged between men, he explores this question in a unique way, 

by portraying a spinster community and individual spinsters’ interiorities and showing how 

these unmarriageable women’s’ lives impact and are imbricated in the courtship plot of the 

marriageable heroines. Although the courtship plot has long been seen as a place where authors 

both establish and uphold cultural values, the spinster plot may be a place where the nature of 

value, specifically female value, can be interrogated and comprehended. In particular, seeing 

how spinsters participate in the marriage value system draws parallels between the position of 

spinsters and the position of married women, and questions to the extent to which marriage is a 

true realization of female value. 

In order to comprehend the “spinster plot” as an alternate or competing model of value, 

we must first define how value functions in a plot in which there is no exchange. In her article 

“Ruth’s Perverse Economies: Women, Hoarding and Expenditure,” Natalka Freeland offers a 

                                                      
3 These novels are generally considered two of Trollope’s “singleton” novels, or novels that do not form part of 
either the Barset or Palliser series. While the idea of the novels themselves being ‘single’ is intriguing, I believe 
that pairing these two novels can provide meaningful connections and discoveries, including (though not limited 
to) the one I that I make. 
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compelling description of spinsterdom as a form of hoarding. The problem with the kind of 

hoarding of value practiced by spinsters, however, is that the value they hoard is a value that 

depreciates over time: as a marriageable woman, a high value is set on sexual purity, but as the 

woman changes into the unmarriageable spinster, the value she has hoarded is practically 

valueless because there is no longer any possibility for exchange. This paradox of value 

suggests the similar pitfalls of both the marriage plot and the spinster plot. As Freeland 

suggests, “[w]hile each woman negotiates the increasingly untenable distinctions between 

being a valuable commodity (a marriageable woman) and a valueless redundancy (a commodity 

which cannot be circulated or exchanged), this reminder of their similarity further breaks down 

the barriers separating the plot and the subplot, the modest girl and the fallen woman, the 

valuable and the useless” (206). The collapse of value Freeland describes happens precisely 

around the issue of marriageability; the same form of value that is present in the unmarried but 

marriageable girl becomes value-less when present in the unmarriageable spinster. 

Indeed, I would suggest that marriageability—the all important but often ambiguous 

attribute assigned to women in the courtship novel—acts as what economists call a general 

equivalent and allows exchanges to happen without being seen as purely financial or sexual. In 

classical terms, a general equivalent, “by making things commensurable, renders it possible to 

make them equal” (qtd. in Goux 3). According to economic formulations, in order for goods to 

circulate efficiently and effectively in a market, there must be some value that is common to all 

the commodities. This is the standard of value, wherein every entity in the market has a 

comparable element or common denominator. In the courtship novel, women who are able to 

be transacted in marriage have an equivalent value of marriageability that can be compared, 

while those who are unmarriageable have no general equivalent and therefore no recognizable 

value in the market and the system of value the market represents. Certainly marriageability is 
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such an elusive and subjective concept—one that each novelist defines and redefines over the 

course of his or her career and sometimes varies with every new novel. Yet there are certain 

elements that remain constant, or at the very least conventional: virginity (loosely or strictly 

defined), age, birth/rank, wealth, and beauty/femininity (in that order) are the essential 

components of marriageability, without which no woman can be exchanged as a general 

equivalent in the erotic circuit. The general equivalent comprehends all of these qualities into 

one measure of value so that multiple women can be compared and evaluated at once without 

being individualized or particularized. This value—marriageability—is what separates the 

heroine from the spinster and the courtship plot from the spinster plot.  

What marriageability really does is consolidate wealth, status, and inheritance in a 

patriarchal society. The ultimate goal of marrying a “marriageable” woman is to produce 

legitimate heirs and all of the elements that go into marriageability increase the likelihood of an 

acceptable continuation of social and gendered hegemony. It is a social value and its usefulness 

as a general equivalent is precisely in allowing women to be exchanged in a way that is most 

efficient and advantageous while also obscuring the nature of that exchange. As Jean-Joseph 

Goux explains in his book Symbolic Economies, “by exchanging [commodities’] intricate mutual 

dependencies for a simple relationship to a single equivalent, by expressing their value in a 

single mirror, they acquire a determination that is both social and autonomous” (16). While it 

might seem like a woman’s marriageability can only truly be demonstrated by her marriage, it 

is in fact the possibility for marriage that marriageability hinges on; once the woman has 

married, she loses this value and, as we shall see, has considerably less power—ideological, 

narratological, or real. It is essentially a social and financial speculation that is only revealed in 

its true economic and patriarchal terms when deconstructed and demystified. 
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To see how general equivalents participate in a literary work, it is useful to look at how 

Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick understands the erotic triangle in her work Between Men. Drawing on 

Marxist and feminist philosophy, Sedgwick demonstrates how some women are excluded from 

the erotic exchange using the novel Gone with the Wind. Contrasting the heroine Scarlett with 

her black slave Mammy, Sedgwick notes how “if it is true that in this novel all the women 

characters exist in some meaning-ful relation to the role of “lady,” the signifying relation grows 

more tortuous—though at the same time, in the novel’s white bourgeois view, more totally 

determining—as the women’s social and racial distance from that role grows. And as for 

Mammy, her mind and life, in this view, are totally in thrall to the ideal of the “lady,” but in a 

relation that excludes herself entirely: she is the template, the support, the enforcement, of 

Scarlett’s “lady” role, to the degree that her personal femaleness loses any meaning whatever 

that is not in relation to Scarlett’s role” (Sedgwick 8-9). Women like Scarlett are judged and 

transacted according to the general equivalent of “lady” while women like Mammy have no 

recognizable value except in keeping the lady circulating. The distance between the white 

“lady” and her black slave is certainly greater than that between the marriageable British girl 

and the unmarriageable British woman. Given Sedgwick’s exposure of the power relations 

obscured by the erotic circuit, however, we can begin to see how figures outside this circuit also 

participate in systems of power, meaning, and value that are just as much if not more important 

than the erotic/romance plot.  

The idea of a general equivalent and the distinction between marriageable and 

unmarriageable women is dependent on whether value can be held within the self or 

determined only through exchange. Ultimately, the difference between the spinster and the 

heroine of the courtship plot is their willingness and ability to be exchanged. If value is only 

possible through exchange, then the spinster is devalued. If value cannot even be successfully 
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determined and fixed by exchange, however, then perhaps the marriageable heroine is similarly 

devalued. It is possible that both choices—marriage or spinsterdom—are failures to realize 

value within the female self. 

 

I.   

The Bertrams is, in some ways a conventional representation of the marriage market: in 

the novel, two men compete for the affection and hand of one woman whose choice is made 

complicated by the disparity between love and money—the suitor she loves is too poor to 

marry her, and she does not love the suitor who can properly provide for her. The work of the 

author and the novel is to reconcile this disparity, creating a way for the love match between 

the heroine and the good suitor (Franklin 511). This common courtship plot is derailed in The 

Bertrams by its headstrong heroine, Caroline Waddington, who will “not allow herself to love 

where love would interfere with her high hopes” (TB 128). Her high hopes include the 

realization of her value in a position of power and prominence, which she believes she can only 

achieve through marriage to a powerful and prominent man. Her priorities thus articulated, she 

finds it impossible to marry for love without money and makes the mercenary bargain that is 

often considered but hardly ever made by Victorian heroines. She explains her decision by 

declaring: “I have some little money, and that sort of manner which many men think most 

becoming for the top of their tables and the management of their drawing-rooms. […] I have 

always thought that there was much in the world worth living for besides love. Ambition need 

not be a closed book for women, unless they choose to close it. I do not see but a statesman’s 

wife may stand nearly as high in the world as the statesman himself” (297). Caroline’s 

ambitions go beyond being a wife and mother; she sees marriage only as a means to realizing 

her personal value and potential as an intelligent, refined, and powerful woman. She believes 
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that she and her husband will benefit equally from their marriage and that her value as 

marriageable woman will be not only carried over into her married state but also enhanced 

when combined with her husband’s value. What actually occurs in the marriage exchange is the 

exact opposite: the woman forfeits her marriageability and autonomy while the man gains 

social status, wealth, and a vessel for the production of heirs. Caroline is ignorant about the real 

beneficiary of the marriage bargain and is thus in no real position to negotiate her marital 

future. 

Trollope writes that Caroline “knew her own price” (362). Paradoxically, knowing her 

own price on the marriage market actually amounts to an immodesty that could make her 

unmarriageable. While Trollope does not think it is fair to forbid women to be reasonable or 

calculated in their marriage choices, he certainly does not reward Caroline for her folly in 

believing that she could know or attempt to manipulate her value in the marriage market.4 A 

marriage in the middle of the novel bodes badly for Caroline’s attaining a proper and final 

estimation of her value. Her decision to marry the more prominent and wealthy suitor ends in 

misery and her husband’s suicide, for which Caroline feels responsible. The novel ends with the 

acceptance of the worthy suitor and the traditional comic closure of a wedding, but only after 

Caroline has been completely de-valued and her desire for preeminence destroyed: she has “sold 

herself as a slave, and must abide by her slavery” (446). She has lost whatever value she had as a 

marriageable girl not only by marrying but also by trying to manipulate the market. As Paul 

Delany writes, “women who have once commodified their sexuality have made themselves 

                                                      
4 One of the best arguments (which has been made by many feminist Trollopians) for Trollope’s feminism and 
sympathy with women’s concerns is that he always depicts the interiority of his heroines and shows how painful 
and conflicted the marriage decision can be. In The Bertrams, the narrator laments: “[i]t seems to me that it is 
sometimes very hard for young girls to be in the right. They certainly should not be mercenary; they certainly 
should not marry paupers; they certainly should not allow themselves to become old maids. They should not 
encumber themselves with early hopeless loves; nor should they callously resolve to care for nothing but a good 
income and a good house” (TB, pp. 127-128). This passage is similar to other apologies made for heroines who are 
too self-aware or too calculating when choosing their mate and is present in most of Trollope’s novels. 
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permanently unfit for a true marriage” (42). Her second marriage is barren and possibly 

celibate, which is what a marriage with an unmarriageable woman often looks like in Victorian 

fiction. It is “a cold, sad, dreary matter” to which all she can contribute is “melancholy, silent 

acquiescence” (TB 580). The penultimate sentence of the novel is a question, rather than a 

conclusion: “reader, can you call to mind what was the plan of life which Caroline Waddington 

had formed in the boldness of her young heart?” (580). Trollope’s question calls attention to 

Caroline’s utter failure to realize her high hopes and attain a true valuation. 

At the same time as Trollope is undermining the idea of the marriage market through 

the concept of female value, he is presenting what looks like an alternate model of value in his 

depiction of the spinsters at Littlebath. The characters Miss Baker and Miss Todd, older 

unmarried ladies, appear very early in the novel, introduced at the same time as heroine 

Caroline Waddington. Their presence in these early parts of the novel is largely overshadowed 

by the setting—they are introduced during the main character George Bertram’s trip to the 

Holy Land and used as stock British tourist characters; it is only upon the relocation of the 

narrative to Britain that their importance to Trollope’s project becomes clear. After the return 

to England, the plot is divided between two locations: London and Littlebath. Littlebath, 

though never explicitly describe as such, is a community of spinsters and some widows. Both 

Miss Baker and Miss Todd eventually live there, joined by a number of peripheral characters 

whose “Miss” titles clearly mark them as unmarried. Both Caroline and the secondary heroine, 

Adela Gauntlet, have maiden aunts living in Littlebath whom they will live with before their 

eventual marriages, a situation that makes the spinster plot of The Bertrams hard to ignore or 

underestimate. 

To evaluate the viability of Littlebath as an alternative system of value, Trollope 

explores the following criteria: the character of the individual spinsters and their lives, the 
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strength and solidarity of the spinster community, and the extent to which the internal values 

that dominate behavior in Littlebath are different from those in the marriage market system. 

This investigation is done in mostly comedic set-pieces and situations, and could be dismissed 

by readers as nothing more than comic relief in a heavily-dramatic novel.5 Yet the questions 

raised by the courtship plot continue and become even more complex when the spinster plot is 

taken seriously and viewed not as a diversion from the main or primary plot but a place where 

alternatives to and subversions of the primary/courtship plot can be tested. 

Miss Baker is in many ways a model spinster, who demonstrates that a woman’s 

usefulness is not necessarily tied to her marriageability. She is a redundant woman who did not 

choose spinsterdom but was unsuccessful in the marriage market and then became 

unmarriageable through ageing but who has fulfilled many of the other duties expected of a 

Victorian woman. Trollope argues that she “was no ‘lusus naturæ,’ but a woman with a heart, 

and blood in her veins; and not as yet a very old woman either” (270). In other words, Miss 

Baker does not lack the natural feelings of a woman, here imagined as affective or romantic 

feelings and as such is able to and in fact obliged to perform many of the duties of wife and 

mother, with the exception of course of the reproductive function. But she certainly supports 

this function even as she does not perform it herself, becoming the guardian to Caroline, whose 

parents died when she was still a young girl. Miss Baker takes on the task of raising her with 

the financial support of Mr. Bertram, Caroline’s grandfather. When Caroline marries and leaves 

her home, Miss Baker is surprised to find that her future role has been determined for her: she 

is required by Mr. Bertram to move into his home and keep house for him. Her ability to refuse 

                                                      
5 This seems to be the response of at least one contemporary reviewer, who wrote in the Illustrated London News 
about the “wonderful assemblage of old tabbies at Littlebath, who delight in card-playing and scandal” (Smalley, 
95). According to the Oxford English Dictionary the term “tabby” means ““old or elderly maiden lady: a dyslogistic 
appellation; often with a half-humorous attribution of certain qualities of the cat; sometimes applied to any spiteful 
or ill-natured female gossip or tattler” (OED, s.v. “tabby”). 
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this role is circumscribed by her economic situation: she cannot go back to Littlebath and live 

on her own income, and Caroline’s marriage ends the allowance Caroline was receiving from 

her grandfather (389). Miss Baker is therefore no freer than she would have been as a wife and 

mother. Indeed, Miss Baker sees little difference: “on one point she did make up her mind, that 

if it should be her destiny to keep house for either of those two gentlemen, she would much 

rather keep house for Sir Lionel than for his brother” (390-91). Both men would require her to 

serve them in the domestic sphere; in neither situations would she be able to determine or own 

fate. In this respect, she most matches the description of the single woman servants that 

conservative columnist W.R. Greg describes in his essay Why Are Women Redundant?: women 

who are “in no sense redundant; we have not to cudgel our brains to find a niche or even an 

occupation for them; they are fully and usefully employed; they discharge a most important and 

indispensible function in social life; they do not follow an obligatorily independent, and 

therefore for their sex an unnatural, career:—on the contrary, they are attached to others and 

are connected with other existences, which they embellish, facilitate, and serve. In a word, they 

fulfill both essentials for woman's being; they are supported by, and they minister to, men” (Greg 25, 

italics in original). What Greg is describing is a spinster who, despite being unmarried and 

childless, still has use-value for men.  

While Trollope is showing how similar Miss Baker’s life and role are to those of a 

married woman, he also shows how she nonetheless would prefer the latter and considers her 

own position as devalued by society. Trollope writes “[i]t is reported that unmarried ladies 

such as Miss Baker generally regret the forlornness of their own condition. If so, the fault is not 

their own, but must be attributed to the social system to which they belong. The English world 

is pleased to say that an unmarried lady past forty has missed her hit in life--has omitted to take 

her tide at the ebb; and what can unmarried ladies do but yield to the world's dictum? That the 
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English world may become better informed, and learn as speedily as may be to speak with more 

sense on the subject, let us all pray” (408-409). This is a puzzling passage. It hints at the 

possibility that Miss Baker might be satisfied with her life a spinster, while at the same time 

showing that she is affected by how the world thinks she should feel. What Trollope seems to be 

saying is that Miss Baker might be happy in her spinster position but does not enjoy how 

devalued that position is by others. Her desire to be valued in society, therefore, changes how 

she values her own situation. The problem is not that some women will involuntarily become 

spinsters but that they are devalued by their society and taught to regret their unmarried 

status. This is one of the moments in the text in which the narrator is sympathetic to the 

spinster’s devalued position and assigns blame to the society that denies the spinster both self-

esteem and happiness in her single state. The passage also gives the impression that if it were 

not for the social stigma of spinsterdom, the position would have few real drawbacks and 

occasion no real regret or “forlornness.” The writer of this passage fully supports women living 

fulfilled and valuable lives without marriage and condemns the society who wishes to force 

them into the binary of marriage/happiness or spinsterdom/unhappiness.  

The writer of The Bertrams, however, is more equivocal in his determination, as is 

demonstrated in the very next paragraph: “[b]ut, in the meantime, the world's dictum was 

strong at Littlebath, and did influence this dear lady. She would prefer the name of Lady 

Bertram to that of Miss Baker for the remainder of the term of years allotted to her. It would 

please her to walk into a room as married woman, and to quit herself of that disgrace, which 

injustice and prejudice, and the folly of her own sex rather than of the other, had so cruelly 

attached to her present position” (409). Blaming women for the prejudice against spinsters 

appears completely spurious and is partly an abdication of blame by the male narrator for the 

subordinate position of spinsters. It is also, however, a condemnation of the kind female 
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sympathy or community that might be possible among spinsters in a place such as Littlebath. A 

condemnation that, as we shall see, allows Trollope to ultimately deny the possibility of 

Littlebath as an alternative system of value. 

Miss Todd is a completely different breed of spinster. As the inheritor of an uncle’s 

estate, she is financially independent. Instead of having responsibilities and obligations to her 

family, Miss Todd, “having been selected from a large family by an uncle as his heir, [divides] 

up her good things with brothers and sisters, and nephews and nieces” (274). Trollope gives 

Miss Todd a great deal of attention considering she only indirectly affects the main action of 

the novel. She is travelling in the Middle East when she encounters Caroline and Miss Baker 

and later George Bertram. Her inappropriate and sometimes vulgar behavior, which she takes 

part in along with her traveling companions, is part of Trollope’s commentary on British 

tourists, and when she performs this function she makes little impact on the spinster plot. Later 

in the novel, however, Trollope brings Miss Todd back into the novel when she settles in 

Littlebath and becomes a companion and sometime rival of Miss Baker. Miss Todd’s 

importance is confirmed by her mention in the final chapter; as Trollope sums up the fates of 

his major characters, he does not neglect to mention that she is “still Miss Todd, and still rosy. 

Whether she be now at Littlebath, or Baden, or Dieppe, or Harrogate, at New York, Jerusalem, 

or Frazer’s River, matters but little. Where she was last year, there she is not now. Where she 

is now, there she will not be next year. But she still increases the circle of her dearly-loved; and 

go where she will, she, at any rate, does more good to others than others do to her. And so we 

will make our last bow before her feet” (578). This paragraph is indicative of the attitude the 

narrator takes towards Miss Todd throughout the novel: partly respectful, somewhat pitying, 

and generally satirical. I say pitying, because there is always an indication that people respect 

and love Miss Todd only because she is rich and that there are few people who truly love her or 
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value her because of who she is. For instance, Trollope describes how “there were some hearts 

that blessed her, and some friends who loved her with a love other than that of her friends of 

Littlebath and Elms, of Jerusalem and Harrogate” (274). Because she spends all of her time 

traveling and has no permanent home close to family or those who truly love her, she makes 

friends who only value her for what her money can buy them in the form of hospitality and 

parties (273). Trollope also explains how Miss Todd’s fortune has affected her marriageability 

and subsequent spinsterdom: “she had loved in her early days, and have been told and believed 

that she was loved. But evidence had come to her that her lover was a scamp—a man without 

morals and without principle; and she had torn herself away from him. And Miss Todd had 

offered to him money compensation, which the brute had taken; and since that, for his sake, or 

rather for her love’s sake, she had rejected all further matrimonial tenders, and was still Miss 

Todd; and Miss Todd she intended to remain” (274). This history is very different from the one 

Trollope gives to Miss Baker; Miss Todd is not the redundant woman who was unsuccessful in 

the marriage market but a woman who purposely chooses her spinsterdom. The pity of Miss 

Todd probably derives from the fact that she is, or at least at one point was, marriageable. Yet 

because of her choice and her role as a “confirmed old maid” (TB 366), this previous and even 

recent marriageability does not change her devalued position. 

Trollope is for the most part sympathetic to the position of the spinster in his individual 

attention to these characters and his generally positive portrayals of them. The ambivalence of 

his position becomes much clearer, however, when he begins to describe Littlebath6 as a whole. 

As Nina Auerbach explains in Communities of Women, there were two ways of understanding 

and depicting female collectivities in the Victorian period: as a source of powerful bonding and 

                                                      
6 The very name Littlebath is diminutive, perhaps meant as a satirical gesture toward the actual marriage market 
of Bath to which these unmarriageable women have no access. 
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nurturance or as a site of rivalry and discord. In his depiction of Littlebath as a whole and the 

relationships therein, Trollope chooses the latter model. In the most obviously comic chapter of 

the book, “Miss Todd’s Card-Party,” Trollope clearly considers the spinsters who live in 

Littlebath as figures of fun. The spinsters who attend the party are ridiculous figures who fulfill 

the stereotypes of old maids down to the smallest detail; much is made, for example, of Miss 

Ruff’s glass eye (283).7 Even the names of the spinsters are reductive: Miss Finesse, Lady 

Longspade, Lady Revoke, and Mrs. King Guarded are named after whist terms and lack the 

personhood that might allow the reader to sympathize with their devalued status.8 He describes 

their whist games in martial terminology, poking fun at the importance they place on such 

inconsequential things. He writes “[i]t is generally thought that a sad ennui pervades the life of 

most of those old ladies in England to whom fate has denied the usual care and burdens of the 

world, or whose burdens and cares are done and gone. But there was no ennui here. No 

stockjobber on 'Change could go about his exciting work with more animating eagerness” 

(286). Eventually the spinsters are reduced to primitive or animal behaviors as the communal 

or sororal façade of their group breaks under the pressure of competition: Trollope describes 

how “a savage yell was heard from some ill-used angry lady, and low growls, prolonged 

sometimes through a whole game, came from different parts of the room; but nobody took any 

notice of them; 'twas the manner at Littlebath: and, though a stranger to the place might have 

thought, on looking at those perturbed faces, and hearing those uncourteous sounds, that there 

would be a flow of blood—such a flow as angry nails may produce—the denizens of the place 

knew better. So the rubbers went on with the amount of harmony customary to the place” (TB 

                                                      
7 Watkins significantly asks in her article “[w]ere [spinsters], as they were so often depicted in novels, women 
with thin hair, flat chests, and big feet—personal attributes in such little demand in the marriage market that men 
preferred a bachelor life to marrying them?” (313) 
8 Trollope often does this with his one-dimensional, ridiculous characters who represent some larger trend or 
stereotype in society. 
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285–6). Whist becomes an outlet for the spinsters’ energies and frustrations, but unfortunately 

those feelings are directed towards their fellow Littebathians. The competition between and 

among the spinsters sets the scene of discord and atavistic struggles for dominance and 

destroys any illusion of an all-female utopia. 

This is forcefully demonstrated when the male element is introduced to Littlebath in the 

form of the permanently down-on-his-luck Sir Lionel Bertram, who comes to Littlebath in 

order to speculate on the spinsters’ wealth and make an advantageous marriage. All the women 

in Littlebath fawn over him despite his unsavory character and aged appearance. The presence 

of a man in Littlebath, even a man such as this, disrupts and to some extent destroys the notion 

of a sisterhood or enclave in which men and matrimony hold no sway. His arrival sets off a 

rivalry between Miss Baker and Miss Todd, who had, until this point, been great friends. He 

pays his compliments, and eventually proposes, to both women: a fact that is known throughout 

Littlebath and affects both women’s standing in the town. The rivalry is mostly one-sided, 

however; as we know, Miss Todd has no desire to be married to anyone and immediately spots 

Sir Lionel’s motivations. Miss Baker is more willing to be married and more distrustful of her 

friend’s firmness of character. As Trollope explains: “unmarried ladies of a certain age, 

whatever may be their own feelings in regard to matrimony on their own behalf, seem always 

impressed with a conviction that other ladies in the same condition would certainly marry if 

they got an opportunity” (TB 403-404). The common wisdom is that all women want to and 

should be married prevails even in a place where the spinsters outnumber married women and 

men are barely present. Littlebath, it seems, functions on the exact same register of value as the 

marriage market, valuing marriageability above both fellowship and community. A spinster 

does not escape the social tyranny of the general equivalent and finds herself devalued even in a 

community of her peers. 
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 Returning to the marriage plot, it is important to see how the spinster plot intervenes in 

the question of women’s value and the marriage market exchange. Caroline Waddington’s 

belief that she knows her own price, and her decision to marry for money rather than to do so 

for love or remain single, are founded on her understanding of the relative values of married 

women and spinster. She tells Adela, “[t]he question with me was, whether I should be useful 

as a wife, or useless as an unmarried woman? For useless I should have been, and petulant, and 

wretched” (377). The question here is not really one of use; as we have seen, Miss Baker 

performs many of the same tasks and duties for her uncle as a married woman would for her 

husband. What Caroline is really grappling with her is her notion of value. She wants to be 

valued as a married woman as she could never as a spinster. Her observation of the spinsters at 

Littlebath convinces her that spinsters are devalued, as much a subject of fun and ridicule inside 

the novel as they are outside. The spinster plot, therefore, is not the alternative it would 

logically seem to be; it would be for Caroline a choice to take a devalued position instead of a 

position she expects will be valuable. The idea that being outside of the marriage market 

removes spinsters from these considerations of value is a fantasy; however unmarriageable they 

may be, their value as women is still based on the same model as the marriageable and married 

woman.  

Unfortunately, Caroline imperfectly understands how marriage affects value, especially 

when the marriage is made with mercenary motives. It is obvious almost as soon as she marries 

for money that she has devalued herself: “she had thrown away her pearl, and taken in 

exchange this piece of brass” (444). Of course, marriage also quite literally devalues the woman: 

upon her marriage all of her property and even, until the late nineteenth century, her body 

were placed in her husband’s control. This less desirable side of marriage becomes significant 

and visible in the marriage plot only when the marriage fails. The issue of the devalued wife is 
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often skirted altogether by ending the novel at the successful completion of the courtship, 

without giving the reader any real view of how the transaction solved or did not solve the 

problem of value. This relative absence of postnuptial plots only serves to highlight the 

paramount importance of the exchange in the heroine’s life without accurately depicting 

whether this transaction really allows the woman to realize her value or not.  

 

II.  

Six years after completing The Bertrams, Trollope returned to Littlebath in Miss 

Mackenzie, a novel that is primarily remembered as Trollope’s unsuccessful attempt to dispense 

with the romantic courtship plot. This story of trial and error is recounted in Trollope’s 

Autobiography, in which he explains, “Miss Mackenzie was written with a desire to prove that a 

novel may be produced without any love; but even in this attempt it breaks down before the 

conclusion. In order that I might be strong in my purpose, I took for my heroine a very 

unattractive old maid, who was overwhelmed with money troubles; but even she was in love 

before the end of the book, and made a romantic marriage with an old man” (188-189). While 

this explanation seems plausible, readers familiar with the Littlebath plot of The Bertrams will 

suspect that Trollope is being disingenuous when he describes his choice of heroine as purely a 

matter of strengthening his resolve. A more likely motivation for Miss Mackenzie is Trollope’s 

desire to revisit Littlebath and the spinster plot and work through the issues surrounding 

marriageability and female value left unresolved at the end of The Bertrams. It is possible that 

Trollope began with the intention of writing a novel without any love in order to show how 

unmarriageable and devalued women could conduct their lives in a society where they were 

redundant. This is unlikely, however, not only because of the radical nature of such a plot but 

also because of Trollope’s own view of marriage as being, however flawed, the best position for 
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both women and men. What Trollope actually succeeds in doing is writing a novel without 

marriageability; indeed, there are no marriageable women in Miss Mackenzie.9 Indeed, Margaret 

Mackenzie’s rivals for her suitors’ attentions are in both cases older than she is (Miss Mackenzie 

97 and 163). 

This lack of marriageable women challenges conventional wisdom about Miss Mackenzie 

as a depiction of the transformation of an unmarriageable spinster into a marriageable woman 

and finally a wife.10 While it is true that Margaret begins the novel as a spinster (Miss 

Mackenzie) and ends it as a married woman (Lady John Ball), it is not clear that the 

transformation is due to her marriageability. There are two main reasons for disputing 

Margaret’s marriageability. The first is her move to from London to Littlebath, which has been 

established in The Bertrams as a community of spinsters. This is essentially a movement away 

from the center of the marriage market: Margaret “[a]fter doubting much, [determines] to 

give the world a trial, and, feeling London [is] too big for her, [resolves] upon Littlebath” 

(27). Her first action as an ostensibly marriageable, wealthy woman is to remove herself from a 

place and a market for which she feels unsuited. Margaret’s three suitors are themselves 

ironically evidence of her unmarriageability. Fortune-hunters all, they are men who probably 

would not be able to marry without the financial assets Margaret could provide. John Ball has 

nine children and a nominal income; Samuel Rubb is a partner in a failing oil-cloth business, 

and the Reverend Mr. Maguire is not only physically disfigured but also professionally and 

financially embarrassed. This trio of suitors, for a truly marriageable woman, would be 

dismissed easily. Margaret, however, weighs each proposal carefully, trying to determine what 

                                                      
9 Margaret’s niece and companion Susanna appears at one point likely to be a marriageable heroine but is left in 
school at Littlebath halfway through the novel and never picked up again (96). 
10 See Heath 151–155. 

 



40 

 

she has a right to expect and what she must ultimately settle for. Indeed, the awareness that 

she is not marriageable makes her feel ashamed of her desire to be courted and married. As 

Trollope explains, “[s]he desired to be married, although she was troubled by some half-

formed idea that it would be wicked. Who was she, that she should be allowed to be in love? 

Was she not an old maid by prescription, and, as it were, by the force of ordained 

circumstances? Had it not been made very clear to her when she was young that she had no 

right to fall in love? She despised herself. Why, she knew not; and probably did not know that 

she did so. But, in truth, she despised herself, thinking herself to be too mean for a man’s love” 

(137-8). Trollope is actually making a much more radical point than that an aging woman can 

become marriageable through money; the argument he is making here and throughout Miss 

Mackenzie is that even unmarriageable spinsters desire and deserve to be valued and loved. 

Envisioning a system and society in which a Margaret can be valued for herself and not 

as a marriageable and exchangeable commodity leads Trollope to model a different system of 

value, namely the expanded relative form of value wherein “the value of a commodity is 

expressed in terms of innumerable other members of the world of commodities” (Marx 1:154). 

In the expanded form, value is expressed relative to all other commodities in the market based 

on their particularities and unique characteristics, rather than being leveled into a general 

equivalent such as marriageability. It is a “private task […] of the individual commodity to 

give itself a form of value, and it accomplishes this task without the aid of others” (Marx 1:158-

9). This form of value is potentially more just to those women who are devalued in the 

marriageability schema of general equivalence. Margaret is valuable not because she is 

marriageable but initially because she is rich or eventually, because she is modest, discreet, and 

steadfast.  
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Seen in this light, the plot of Miss Mackenzie is about recognition, not transformation. 

Although Margaret initially receives attention and becomes active because of her inheritance of 

her brother’s wealth, it is clear from the beginning that this is not how she wishes to be seen or 

valued. She looks “upon her loves as so many men to whom her income would be convenient, 

and [feels] herself to be almost under obligation to them for their willingness to put up with 

the incumbrance which was attached to it” (MM 216). In the middle of the novel, when it seems 

likely that Margaret will marry her cousin, John Ball, she loses her right to her brother’s 

fortune. The inheritance goes to John Ball, who now not only has no mercenary reason to 

continue his engagement to Margaret but who is also now in a position to court a marriageable 

woman (he not only gains a fortune, but also inherits his father’s baronetcy at around the same 

time). Ball at first seems likely to follow through with his engagement to Margaret; however, 

interference by Mr. Maguire and a libelous article he writes for Littlebath’s Christian Examiner, 

which accuses Ball of defrauding Margaret of her rightful inheritance, cause both confusion and 

delay. Margaret is separated from Ball, whose imperious mother disapproves of his match with 

an aging and now penniless spinster.  

This phase of the novel, which can feel like a lengthy deferment and stalling of the 

inevitable comic closure, is actually when Margaret most fully realizes her value in society and 

in her relationship with Ball. During the period of uncertainty surrounding both her monetary 

and marital fortunes, Margaret’s social position improves. She is known in London society as 

“the Lamb” after the Christian Examiner article that described her as the helpless lamb to Ball’s 

scheming lion. She is also given the appellation “Griselda,” a name synonymous with patience 

and forbearance (especially in the face of male manipulation and cruelty). Margaret certainly 

demonstrates both patience and forbearance as she discreetly conducts herself through her 

trouble; she is unwilling to either force Ball to honor his engagement or accept his charity. She 
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proves herself to be the ideal Victorian wife with her complete obedience to Ball’s commands, 

even when he has no real authority to give them. She also becomes more socially prominent, 

not only because of her aforementioned celebrity but also by virtue of being acknowledged and 

taken in by the rich and titled Mackenzie side of the family. She goes to live with Mrs. 

Mackenzie and is launched into London high society. Mrs. Mackenzie also encourages 

Margaret to give more attention to her appearance and “shake off her dowdiness and her gloom 

together” (367). These developments are meant to prove to the other characters in the novel 

what both Trollope and the reader have known from the beginning: the strength and value of 

Margaret’s character despite her spinster status. 

 Predictably, Margaret marries Ball at the end of the novel when all of the legal 

cases have been resolved; less predictable is Ball’s offer to Margaret to share half of his wealth 

with her “if a single life will suit her best” (388). The truly progressive nature of this offer is not 

borne out in the plot; the reader knows from the beginning that a single life does not suit 

Margaret. It is nevertheless a concession by Trollope that some women, such as Miss Todd, 

perhaps, may not be good candidates for wives and can be happy on their own terms. A heroine 

like Margaret, however, on whose completeness and happiness the novel depends, cannot make 

this choice. Probably the best evidence for her worthiness is, finally, her desire to join herself to 

a husband. On the level of plot, Ball’s offer both reveals his own worthiness, releasing him from 

a degree of blame for his cowardly and mercenary behavior in the first half of the novel, and 

also frees Margaret from the mean calculation that characterized her suitors. Margaret does 

not need to marry to realize her value and power but decides to do so anyway because she loves 

Ball—or at least thinks her life with a companion will be better than a solitary life. The ending 

is certainly not a transcendent love story, but for Trollope it is the best possible outcome for an 

unmarriageable woman. 
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IV. 

While Trollope ultimately endorses marriage in both The Bertrams and Miss Mackenzie, 

he is both aware of and accurately portrays the problem of female value in a system that places 

emphasis on marriageability and homosocial barter rather than on female self-determination 

and self-worth. In the Littlebath novels, Trollope responds directly to the problem of female 

redundancy and the possibilities of female independence. His clearest statement about the 

position of women, both married and unmarried (and marriageable and unmarriageable), comes 

in Miss Mackenzie, in which he writes 

I believe that a desire to get married is the natural state of a woman at 

the age of—say from twenty-five to thirty-five, and I think also that it is good 

for the world in general that it should be so. […] There is, I know, a feeling 

abroad among women that this desire is one of which it is expedient that they 

should become ashamed; that it will be well for them to alter their natures in this 

respect, and learn to take delight in the single state. Many of the most worthy 

women of the day are now teaching this doctrine, and are intent on showing by 

precept and practice that an unmarried woman may have as sure a hold on the 

world, and a position within it as ascertained, as may an unmarried man. But I 

confess to an opinion that human nature will be found to be too strong for them. 

Their school of philosophy may be graced by a few zealous students,—by 

students who will be subject to the personal influence of their great masters,—

but it will not be successful in the outer world. The truth in the matter is too 

clear. A woman's life is not perfect or whole till she has added herself to a 

husband. (136) 
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Trollope understands the impulse that the “most worthy” women of the day have to 

realize their value in a way that gives them “as sure a hold on the world, and a position within 

it as ascertained, as may an unmarried man”, but he still believes that spinsterdom does not 

give them that position, while the right marriage might. Although he can value unmarried 

women and imagine spinsters such as Miss Todd who live happy, if unfulfilled, lives, he does 

not see spinsterdom as an alternative to marriage. What this passage betrays is Trollope’s 

political awareness of the women’s movement, which proposed to solve the “Woman Question” 

and female redundancy by eschewing both marriage and male authority and finding personal 

and political power in organizing with other unmarried women. If Littlebath is the kind of 

collective these women intend to form, Trollope shows in these novels the failure of such 

communities to provide happiness and value for the women who choose spinsterdom rather 

than marriage. It is telling that in Miss Mackenzie, Miss Baker and Miss Todd remain 

unreconciled after their romantic rivalry. Indeed, the spinster community in Littlebath is much 

more divided, and much bleaker, than it appeared six years earlier in The Bertrams. Miss Todd 

tells Margaret that “we single women have to be solitary sometimes—and sometimes sad” 

(MM 175). This is a humbled, perhaps even chastened, version of the rosy Miss Todd—a 

change that reflects a shift in Trollope’s thinking about spinsters as well as in the public 

discourse about women’s futures. 

Trollope attempts to find a solution to the inequities of the marriage market and the 

devalued status of women. He presents sympathetic portraits of spinsters and marriageable 

heroines side by side, revealing the similarity between the two roles and the very real 

drawbacks both positions entail. By doing so, he uncovers the problem caused by the 

marriageability monopoly on female value and imagines a model of value that would more 

effectively and accurately reflect a woman’s status as a human being with particularities, 
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aspirations, and value of her own. While the resolution might not be radical, the project of re-

modeling female value certainly is. 

 

PART TWO: Women as Currency 

In his introduction to Trollope’s The Small House at Allington (1864), Julian Thompson 

refers to one of the female characters as “money in the shape of [a woman]” (xxvi). The woman 

in this sentence and in the novel becomes money, losing everything but the pretense to 

humanity because her only function is financial. The family she has married into makes a great 

effort, according to the narrator, to “treat her as though she were a figure of a woman, a large 

well-dressed resemblance of a being, whom it was necessary for certain purposes that [they] 

should carry around in their train” (174). The “as though” and “resemblance” here betray that 

the effort to treat her with the barest modicum of human dignity stretches the imagination—to 

this family she is money, pure and simple. The elision of the woman and money is an unsettling 

development of the marriage market, wherein women are no longer being judged according to 

some standard or general equivalent of value (however arbitrarily or unjustly), but instead have 

become subsumed under the financial system, representing nothing except a cash amount.  

The danger of becoming cash and losing one’s humanity in the process—becoming 

nothing but a “figure of a woman”, “resemblance of a being”, or “money in the shape of [a 

woman]”—casts a shadow over Trollope’s novel and a Charles Dickens novel serialized the 

same year, Our Mutual Friend (1864-5). In both novels, the heroine is explicitly referred to as 

pound, shillings, and pence or L.S.D.: in other words, as currency or cash. These moments, and 

the larger conversation in the novels around the heroine’s value and the value of money in 

general, dramatically raise the stakes in the marriage market plot, because if a heroine is cash 

then she is vulnerable to speculation, depreciation, and devaluation, having no intrinsic value or 
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humanity upon which to stake a claim. And though these two authors explore and resolve this 

radical instability of female value in different ways, their common use of the woman-as-

currency metaphor shows how intermingled the issue of economic value and theory and the 

Woman Question had become by the mid-1860s. The use of pounds, shillings, and pence serves 

to invoke not only the uncertainty and debate attending the rapidly changing role of money, 

but also the uncertainty and debate surrounding the rapidly changing role of women in 

Victorian society.  

Despite the ubiquity of money at every level of Victorian society, there was still a 

surprising large degree of uncertainty about how money actually worked. As Nicholas 

Shrimpton writes “if money was a signifying system, it seemed a remarkably unstable signifier” 

(20). Britain adopted the gold standard in 1821, but the way it was practiced was hotly debated 

by economists and in Parliament throughout the nineteenth century. The Bank Charter Act of 

1844 pitted the Currency School, which believed that banknotes should be strictly controlled to 

prevent inflation and preserve the one-to-one relationship between gold and notes, against the 

Banking School, which wanted more flexibility in the issuing of notes and their valuation 

against gold (Chown 149-50). The passage of the Act granted exclusive rights to the Bank of 

England in the end, reaffirming Britain’s commitment to the gold standard, but the debate 

continued, especially when the Crisis of 1847 led to the first of many suspensions of the Act 

(Chown 197). With major economic schools of thought divided on what paper currency and 

gold could and should could and should do in the modern economy, and major banking 

legislation suspended in times of financial busts, Victorians were understandably insecure about 

their money. Gordon Bigelow explains “[t]he events of late 1840s had the effects of eroding 

stable connections between the signs of wealth (bank notes, commodities) and any stable 

quantity of value (in gold or land)” (88). The purported stability of gold and the instability of 
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paper currency, especially in the public imagination, undermined the idea of money as a 

measure of value at the exact historical moment when it was becoming for all intents and 

purposes the only measure of value—the cash nexus that Carlyle had denounced. 

A woman who has been metaphorized as cash, therefore, must be converted into gold 

before she can be redeemed and her value stabilized. Both novels imagine their heroines as 

L.S.D., and both novels also at different points in have characters refer to the heroines as gold 

or golden, reflecting the idea that the women have inherent worth rather than ephemeral or 

speculative value. This further connection between Trollope’s and Dickens’s depictions of 

female value, and the different moments where the woman’s intrinsic worth is deployed, 

suggests that both authors saw the potential danger of women’s growing connection to cash, 

and realign them with domestic stability. 

 

I. The Small House at Allington 

Lily Dale’s value on the marriage market—both in terms of her financial settlements 

and her emotional attachments—shifts dramatically over the course of the narrative. When we 

meet Lily she is a marriageable girl, but at the end of the novel, only a short time later, she is 

an unmarriageable spinster. This change is mostly attributable to Lily’s own attempts to fix her 

value in a market where she is indeed understood in terms of money or L.S.D. Her chosen 

suitor, Adolphus Crosbie, proposes to her with the assumption that she will be given a marriage 

portion by her uncle, the Squire of Allington. When no such settlement is forthcoming, he 

begins to rethink his decision, speculating as to how much happiness Lily can provide him if she 

is not, as he imagined, contributing any money to his expensive lifestyle. Meanwhile another 

suitor, Johnny Eames, seems to love Lily for herself and not as money, but also gets into a 

game of speculation when he is offered money to help him secure her acceptance of his marriage 
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proposal. Lily reacts to these various acts of speculation by refusing to be defined as cash by 

either man. Choosing for herself the value-position of a widow, Lily becomes the arbiter of her 

own worth by removing herself from circulation. 

It is not surprising that the scene where Lily Dale is reduced to currency occurs in 

London, the financial capital of the world and the polar opposite of the apparently Edenic 

pastoral center of Allington. It is surprising that the person who refers to Lily as L.S.D. is the 

character who seems to value Lily for herself, knowing that she has no fortune. In his 

interludes with his landlady’s daughter, Amelia, Johnny Eames refers to Lily as simply L.D. As 

their relationship becomes more flirtatious, Amelia becomes jealous and suggest that L.D. is 

Johnny’s mistress. Johnny responds by making Lily’s code name into the sign for money: 

“’L.S.D.’ said Johnny, attempting the line of a witty, gay young spendthrift. ‘That’s my love; 

pounds, shillings, and pence; and a very coy mistress she is’” (49). Although this use of initials is 

partially due to Johnny’s own awkwardness and shyness at this point in his life (the 

hobbledehoy days), it also betrays his desire that Lily’s name not be used, or circulated, in the 

less-than-respectable circles to which he belongs. Given the importance of names and naming 

in this novel (there are constant references to not wanting Lily’s name to be made public after 

Crosbie jilts her) and how naming attempts to fix value, Eames’s flippant remark that instead of 

L.D. he cares about L.S.D. takes on a larger significance for determining the novel’s 

contribution to the question of value, and especially currency as value. Once Lily has been 

reduced to L.S.D. she becomes, according to Helena Michie “a sign, a figured imbedded in a 

patriarchal economy” (Flesh 119). Later, when Eames is being offered money by Lord de Guest 

that will enable him to marry Lily, he demurs, thinking that it would be much better to get the 

money to marry from Lily’s uncle because “[a]ll that comes in the shape of a young woman’s 

fortune may be taken by any man” (505). Although this isn’t quite money in the shape of a 
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woman, it comes dangerously close to Johnny imagining Lily as a fortune given to him by the 

squire in a kind of homosocial barter (and one, moreover, that it would not be unmanly to 

accept). Although this, like his early appellation of her as L.S.D. is a momentary slip, it suggests 

how easily Lily can disappear into the cash nexus. Like actual currency, she is in danger of 

circulating and being speculated on, no longer considered human but easily exchangeable and 

lacking intrinsic value. 

Lily’s first suitor Crosbie trusts in one valuation of Lily, only to find that speculation 

thoroughly deflated after his engagement. Before he declares his intentions, Crosbie has a 

discussion with Lily’s cousin Bernard, asking what the Squire intends to do for Lily upon her 

marriage. Although Bernard does not give Crosbie a straight-forward answer, the way he 

phrases his praise of Lily suggest to Crosbie that she will be a lucrative investment. Bernard 

says that Lily is “good as gold” (61), which is a loaded compliment to make when someone is 

inquiring about her fortune. This makes Crosbie especially happy because Bernard has just 

referred to Lily’s sister Bell as “good as gold” (60) when describing the generous marriage 

settlement the Squire is willing to make if she and Bernard marry. Extrapolating from one 

golden sister to the other, Crosbie imagines that “things might be made to arrange themselves” 

(62) in the matter of money. Bernard, who is a military man, the heir to an estate, and rather a 

simpleton, has no idea of the calculation that Crosbie is making on the basis of his comments. 

Crosbie later accuses Bernard of “[leading] him to believe” to Lily had “prospects” (71), but by 

then he has already proposed and been accepted by Lily, and now all that is left to him is accept 

her drastically reduced value or abandon her for another investment. 

Crosbie tries to think of Lily in terms of intrinsic value and transform her in his mind 

from (now devalued) L.S.D. to something worthy of making a sacrifice to obtain. He “still did 

the best he could to think of Lily herself as a great treasure which he had won—as a treasure 
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which should, and perhaps would, compensate him for his misery” (75). Crosbie’s attempt to see 

Lily in terms of treasure soon devolves into yet another calculation of “compensation” for the 

expense she will cost to maintain as his wife, something he believes he cannot possibly afford to 

do on his salary. Crosbie is a city man, whose main concern in life has been a fashionable 

existence, and it is not clear that he can appreciate the kind of treasure that Lily is offering him 

in her true affection and loyalty. After a particularly amorous evening with Lily he even “makes 

a firm resolution that no consideration of worldly welfare should ever induce him to break his 

engagement with Lily Dale” (98). Unfortunately for Lily, worldly welfare is all Crosbie is 

capable of considering, and, upon view of a more promising speculation, Crosbie engages 

himself to another woman and deserts Lily. Later, when this second speculation has proven 

misguided, he understands Lily’s true worth: “he would have been capable of appreciating the 

value of a woman who did [understand the higher duties of a wife]. He would have been happy 

with Lily Dale” (498). Because he saw Lily as L.S.D., he did not realize what she could mean to 

him as Lily Dale, as a human being who could provide him with companionship and real 

affection. 

Lily reacts to Crosbie’s desertion with a resolution to take charge of her own value 

position. Although Lily’s value on the marriage market has suffered after Crosby jilts her, her 

power in her own family is at its height: “in those days Lily reigned as a queen at the Small 

House. Ill-usage and illness together falling into her hands had given her such power, that none 

of the other women were able to withstand it. […] Lily was for the time paramount” (479-80). 

The engagement period was a time of increased importance for the bride-to-be, and even 

though Lily is no longer going to be a bride, she seems in no hurry to give up her preeminence 

in her own family. Her insistence on not renouncing Crosbie is part of this strategy; she wants 

to continue as if his initial valuation of her (gold) was the final one, and successfully fixed her 
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value, and will not now try and renegotiate her value with another man. She tells Johnny that 

“it is to me almost as though I had married him” (596) and in those words her mother hears her 

speaking of a “perpetual widowhood” (596) where she waits to join her beloved in the afterlife, 

even if she has to share him, as she begrudgingly admits, with his actual spouse. Despite 

attempts by the Squire and Earl de Guest to smooth the path to an engagement with Johnny, 

Lily remains resolute in her determination to end her circulation at the moment she accepted 

Crosbie’s offer, fixing her value at its “pinnacle” (551) but also cutting herself off from any 

possibility of finding someone who is actually worthy of her (as Trollope heavily suggests 

Crosbie is not). She is ultimately rewarded after a fashion for her resolution, receiving £3,000 

from the squire after all of his complex negotiations with Johnny and the de Guests come to 

nothing. In a way, Crosbie’s original valuation of her turns out of be true. 

  

II. Our Mutual Friend 

“The whole life I place before myself is money, money, money, and what money can 

make of life!” This sentiment, expressed by Bella Wilfer, is perfectly in place in Our Mutual 

Friend, where money is not only a pervasive force, but also seems to have the power over life 

and death. Pessimistic and highly critical of the cash nexus, the novel takes as its heroine a 

woman who is determined to manipulate her value on the marriage market—the self-styled 

“mercenary little wretch” (316) Bella Wilfer. Both the author and other characters in the novel 

seek to find and reveal Bella’s true worth through an elaborate series of charades, using 

deception and trickery to force Bella to be honest about her true feelings and reject the false 

and empty future of wealth she previously desired. One way that this is accomplished is by 

making Bella see the money that she so desires as a destructive force that seeks to obliterate her 

personality and feelings until she is no more than the cash she covets.  
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Unlike Lily Dale, who does not participate in her own figuration as cash, Bella’s 

mercenary motivations are what bring her dangerously close to losing her humanity. Bella’s 

obsession with money has already led her lose sight of the humanity of her potential suitors; 

she tells her father she has “made up my mind that I must have money, Pa. I feel that I can’t 

beg it, borrow it, or steal it; and so I have resolved that I must marry it” (317). To marry for 

money is a common enough phrase, and the elision to marry money is not uncommon, but Bella 

is doing something else here, and when she says she is “always looking out for money to 

captivate” (317). She is substituting money for the man she will attract and marry, rendering 

the human element of the transaction completely invisible.11 She is not currency herself, 

because at this point in the narrative she has no money, but her willingness to collapse the 

distinction between humans and money is a dangerous indicator that might fall into circulation 

herself. 

In order to show her the danger of her mercenary impulses, the Boffins place Bella in an 

environment where she can be transformed into a woman who is desired only for her money 

and thus become money. It starts with their offer to introduce her and sponsor her in society, 

an arrangement that their secretary (Harmon in disguise) describes as: “you will have nothing 

to do but to enjoy and attract” (205). The Boffins are known in society as recently wealthy, and 

thus Bella will be very attractive to fortune-hunters as soon as she is associated with them. No 

longer needing to look out for money, Bella has become the source of money herself. She does 

attract—the Lammles for one, a scheming couple who try to trap wealthy women into 

marriages with their unscrupulous friend. As Bella begins to experience her function as money 

and receive the attentions of multiple men, she begins to worry about how it is changing her. 

                                                      
11 Although here is it a man, not a woman, who is seen as money, there is not an explicit reference to cash. Men’s 
value is inherently less speculative and unstable because they have some control over it and they have access to 
multiple registers of value. 



53 

 

On a visit home, she tells her father that the Boffins will “portion [her] quite handsomely” if 

she marries with their consent, then “burst[s] out crying very heartily” (454). She explains her 

distress by saying “think how terrible the fascination with money is! I see this, and hate this, 

and dread this, and don’t know but that money might make a much worse change in me” (455). 

The change she is experiencing, and the attendant horror, is exactly what the Boffins have 

designed for her by placing her in circulation—she is being dehumanized by her connection to 

cash. 

The final test of Bella’s mercenary impulses is her willingness to be transformed into 

L.S.D. The climax of John Harmon’s honest deception, is the scene where Boffin as the Golden 

Dustman throws Harmon out of his house for proposing to Bella. Going into a miserly and ill-

natured frenzy, Boffin makes clear to Harmon aka Rokesmith that he is not worthy of Bella and 

her financial expectations.  

“It was sheer Insolence in you, I tell you,” said Mr. Boffin, “even to think 

of this young lady. This young lady was far above YOU. This young lady was no 

match for YOU. This young lady was lying in wait (as she was qualified to do) 

for money, and you had no money.” 

Bella hung her head and seemed to shrink a little from Mr. Boffin's 

protecting arm. 

“What are you, I should like to know,” pursued Mr. Boffin, “that you 

were to have the audacity to follow up this young lady? This young lady was 

looking about the market for a good bid; she wasn’t in it to be snapped up by 

fellows that had no money to lay out; nothing to buy with.” (577-78) 

This is a fairly common account of a mercenary woman as an object that can be bought 

on the marketplace, which of course draws a sharp parallel between the husband hunter and the 
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prostitute. He makes Bella complicit in her own sale, describing her as both “lying in wait” and 

“looking about” for an opportunity to marry a man of means. These descriptions, in addition to 

the description of Rokesmith as “follow[ing] up” Bella in an attempt to “snap [her] up” drive 

home the idea of Bella as a prostitute, depicting both Bella and Rokesmith’s actions as similar to 

those taking place in the street between a prostitute and her client. Boffin’s use of the plural 

noun “fellows” instead of “a fellow” makes her seem promiscuous, perhaps entertaining the 

favor and attention of several men. Finally, the idea that Bella is seeking “a good bid” 

emphasizes how speculative Bella’s value as an object, even perhaps a sex object, truly is. Yet 

the more devastating and damaging part of Bella’s humiliation has not yet taken place, for in 

this language at least she has agency and personhood. 

Boffin goes further when he makes Bella out not as an object for sale, but as the very 

currency which would buy such an object and has no real meaning outside the marketplace.  He 

essentially collapses the two—the woman and her expected fortune—when he says: 

“Now, mark this chap's saying Miss Wilfer, when he means £. s.d.!” cried 

Mr. Boffin, with a cunning wink. “Now, mark this chap’s making Miss Wilfer 

stand for Pounds, Shillings, and Pence!” 

“My feeling for Miss Wilfer,” pursued the Secretary, without deigning to 

notice him, 'is not one to be ashamed of. I avow it. I love her. Let me go where I 

may when I presently leave this house, I shall go into a blank life, leaving her.” 

“Leaving £. s.d. behind me,” said Mr. Boffin, by way of commentary, with 

another wink. (581) 

Bella now “stand[s] for Pounds, Shillings, and Pence;” she is not even accorded the 

status of object, but as a constantly-circulating and potentially debased or useless form of value, 

i.e. cash. Boffin’s argument is that no man could possibly be interested in Bella as a human 
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being, but must be interested in her in the form of cash and thus speculating on her fortune. 

Neither the readers nor Bella know that Boffin is playing a part as this point in the novel, but 

are clearly meant to recoil at the thoroughly miserly and money-obsessed nature of his 

rantings. In the logic of the text, where money can buy not only places in society and 

government but also human bodies, Boffin’s “madness” seems a perfectly reasonable, if 

reprehensible, reaction to the mercenary motivations that permeate the world of the text. 

This ruse is designed to show Bella how her mercenary motives reduce her worth to 

mere coins and paper; it achieves its aim of shaming Bella into leaving her life of luxury and 

high society to marry the seemingly-impoverished Rokesmith. Her reaction against Boffin’s 

characterization with her as cash is immediate: she begs “make me poor again, Somebody!” 

(583), hoping to reclaim her humanity by rejecting the money that has transformed her into 

L.S.D. Rejecting the cash-nexus that permeates the entire novel and threatens to swallow her 

individuality and humanity, Bella chooses to define her value not through wealth or currency, 

but through domestic values such as housekeeping and motherhood. She takes on a new title to 

distance herself from the pounds, shillings, and pence that she almost stood for: the 

Mendicant’s Bride. 

Confronting Bella with an image of herself as currency, the Boffins ultimately wanted to 

prove to Harmon and to Bella herself that she was worthy. As Mrs. Boffin explains, she believes 

all along that Bella is “the true golden gold at heart” (752). Her intrinsic value is confirmed by 

her rejection of the cash economy and her adopted of the domestic ideal of the home: “the 

ideology of the domestic woman […] provides the space of essential value in a world of 

increasingly chaotic circulation” (Bigelow 94). Significantly, it is only after Bella has embraced 

her role as wife and mother that Harmon decides to tell her the truth, and introduce her to her 

real life as the very wealthy Mrs. Harmon.  
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III.  

What is most disturbing to both Dickens and Trollope about the prospect of women as 

currency is the inherent nature of currency not only to be unstable, but also to continue to 

circulate in the market, never achieving a fixed value or home. Only when the woman is taken 

off of the market, i.e. married, can she truly by safe from the vicissitudes of speculation and 

market forces. Both novels end with their heroine attaining a true valuation and being removed 

from the market, but for Dickens only male characters such as Boffin and Harmon have the 

ability to ‘save’ Bella from being used as currency and devalued. Trollope’s heroine makes the 

decision to remove herself from the market without marrying, but by doing so is unable to 

reach her full potential as a heroine or a human being. 

* 

If women cannot benefit from their own circulation, and are devalued by both 

spinsterdom and marriage, as these authors depict, then they must seek another register of 

value that will let them make meaningful decisions about their life and sense of self. Economic 

language and models can reveal the extent of the problem, but while women are still trapped in 

the affective realm of action there is little they can do to affect the outcome. While both 

Trollope and Dickens have some hope for the reform of marriage and offer alternatives to the 

marriage market, neither offers a true solution to the problem of female value. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Women and Other Made Objects 

 

The human condition is mediated by and through objects, and although Victorians were 

certainly not the first to experience this, their experience with objects was made exponentially 

more complex as mass production and industrialization progressed. Whereas previous 

generations had limited means and objects with which to make themselves, the multiplicity and 

availability of objects in the marketplace for Victorians meant that they could say and be many 

things through objects. In Victorian literature and in this project, material objects and 

human/object relationships provide another way to for authors to imagine the woman’s 

position and role: she is not just a commodified object of exchange; she is also the maker, 

owner, and companion of things that are themselves vessels of value. Material culture offers an 

account of what it means for a woman to possess her own value, even when it cannot inhere 

within herself. Although Victorian authors also saw the potential for material culture in 

narratives of male value or in gender-neutral formulations of human value, female value was 

especially bound up with the material world and the world of objects because of women’s status 

as objects of display and exchange and vessels of cultural morals. Moreover, the domestic 

sphere was the primary place for personal possessions and the staging of family property, and 

as such women were the chief vehicle, if not agent, through which object relations and thing 

culture were managed. The connection between Victorian women and objects is an especially 

fertile ground for inquiry, for both Victorian authors and more recent critical work. 

Victorian women made objects to both reflect and protect their personal value in a 

system that robbed them of the ability to own their value through marital decisions. I define 

this material strategy as imbued value, or the belief that objects could be permanent 
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repositories for personal value and biographical significance, maintaining a woman’s premarital 

status despite dramatic changes in her legal rights. Imbued value fails because for most of the 

century married women could not actually own property, including personal objects, and 

unmarried women lacked the financial and societal resources necessary to cultivate a self 

through objects. Authors who were attempting to find a way for women to express their value 

also turned to imbued value as a possible solution to women’s lack of access to personal value, 

but, as this chapter will show, were ultimately unconvinced that objects could be separated 

from the cash nexus and the corrupting influence of consumerism. 

The investing of objects with personal value makes sense on several levels. As we have 

seen in the previous chapter, models of value that measured money, rank, and biological factors 

were not only unstable but often failed to fully account for the value with which they were 

invested. Furthermore, values such as marriageability were ephemeral and immaterial, 

depending on imaginary and constantly shifting truths of societal mores and practices. Objects 

seem to not only offer tangible evidence that everyone can apprehend and agree on, but also 

promise to do so forever, permanently testifying to the value of the owner in a way that more 

abstract ideas cannot. Finally, objects were, during the nineteenth-century, suddenly made 

available on a scope and scale never before possible. Mass production, colonial markets, 

expendable income, and middle-class domesticity made objects easier to get and more 

important than ever to have. Given all these factors, it is no wonder that Victorians turned to 

objects to provide them with stable markers of identity and value. It is also perhaps not 

surprising that women were especially caught up in the symbolic use and meaning of objects, as 

other potential means of realizing their full potential and value as individuals were either 

unavailable to them or inadequate for the task.  
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The importance of objects in Victorian literature and culture is a ubiquitous fact of 

Victorian scholarship and material culture studies, but the complexity of object-relations in the 

Victorian world is not yet fully understood or mapped. Because of this, it is important to not 

only rehearse some by now accepted facts about Victorian things but also acknowledge and 

make room for the ambiguous and sometimes ambivalent conclusions to which those facts lead. 

Elaine Freedgood describes in The Idea in Things (2006) how  

a host of ideas resided in Victorian things: abstraction, alienation, and spectacularization 

had to compete for space with other kinds of object relations--ones that we have perhaps 

yet to appreciate. Commodity culture happened slowly: it was preceded by, I will argue, 

and was for a long time survived by what I call Victorian ‘thing culture’: a more 

extravagant form of object relations than ours, one in which systems of value were not 

quarantined from one another and ideas of interest and meaning were perhaps far less 

restricted than they are for us. (8)  

In Freedgood’s work, she has recovered some of those myriad meanings that were hidden or 

“fugitive” in the novels of the period. What she hits upon is the idea that objects could have 

multiple meanings: material and metaphorical, sentimental and alienated, avowed and 

disavowed. Victorians, especially Victorian authors, had no one strategy for dealing with 

objects. Accordingly, our own understandings of objects have to be multiple as we examine the 

objects that they made, owned, wrote about, and obsessed over.  

Perhaps the power of the object in Victorian literature and culture was this adaptability 

and ambiguity: as John Plotz describes “It was precisely because the Victorian world came to 

seem increasingly flooded by fungibles and commodities that certain objects and cultural 

practices, not so much sacrosanct as especially supple, became repositories of mobile memory” 

(xiv). Objects were not only capable of holding value, but potentially many values at once, 
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including a value and its opposite. Although this duality or multiplicity gave power to objects, 

it also made them unreliable repositories for value, as we shall see.  

As both domestic managers in the home and objects of display outside the home, women 

had to be adept at staging, performing, and maintaining class status and familial values through 

objects. In her study of the Victorian parlor, Thad Logan explains why women in particular 

had such a large role in mediating human/object relationships, especially in the home: “The 

doctrine of separate spheres and the development of consumer capitalism led to the 

establishment of the middle-class home as a privileged cultural space, a feminized space in 

which material things simultaneously asserted and concealed a relation to the marketplace. In 

the domestic interior, powerful (and contested) oppositions of male and female, public and 

private, self and other were symbolically negotiated. The decorative complexity of the 

Victorian home mirrored the intensity of the issues being articulated around it. […] Women, 

insofar as they were primarily responsible for the decoration of houses, played a major role in 

managing, at a local level, the plentitude of things coming into being in the wake of 

industrialization and the emergence of a consumer economy” (xiii). The work of Logan and 

other scholars of the Victorian home such as Deborah Cohen and Jane Hamlett demonstrate 

how women both worked on and where worked upon by nineteenth-century consumer and 

material culture. On the one hand they often made decisions about what came into the home 

and what objects were incorporated into their sphere of influence and belonging. On the other 

hand, however, women were also hemmed in by a lack of financial resources, spousal 

approval/agency, and cultural conventions in the form of advice manuals and style guides. That 

tension also extended beyond the home in the dynamics of women’s clothing and accessories. 

Unlike men, whose clothing and accessories changed little during the nineteenth century, 

women’s dressing and adornment were constantly adapting with fashion and aesthetic 
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movements, further underlining the importance of objects and their proper use in the lives of 

Victorian women.  

The idea of separate spheres, used by Logan above, is another concept which affects how 

women and objects were valued. Material objects belonged to both spheres: bought in a 

marketplace with money, they then became personal property whose value was meant to 

remain stable and inalienable, reflecting affective or sentimental value rather than exchange 

value. As we have seen, women also belonged to both spheres and their value was similarly 

affected by the attempt to fix it or confine it to the domestic sphere. These interactions with the 

market often led to the woman-as-object trope, collapsing the differences between women and 

objects and limiting the ability for both authors and readers to fully grasp the potentially 

meaningful and important relationships of women and their objects. 

The idea of women as objects or commodities impacted how they viewed both objects 

and themselves. When Bella Wilfer laments in Our Mutual Friend that she was “left to [John 

Harmon] in a will, like a dozen of spoons” (45) and does not want to be “forever made the 

property of strangers” (371), she (and through her Dickens) participates in a trope that was 

prevalent from the Victorian era through to today: that women, not having control over their 

own lives and bodies, are therefore male property and objects of homosocial exchange rather 

than fully realized human beings. Women and their advocates used this image of the woman-

as-object (of exchange) to draw attention to her lack of agency and legal personhood. 

As useful as this construction could and can be politically, it also limits and forecloses 

on the many ways women could interact with and relate to objects. The argument that women 

are not objects seems to indicate that to be an object or to be associated with them is bad. It 

puts space between the woman/human and the object/matter where such space also entails a 

value judgment and a power relationship: a woman should own and control objects, not be one 
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herself. Separating women from objects and their desire for them is one way that Victorian 

commentators and authors respond to the problem of the woman-as-object issue. 

As is the nature of Victorian objects, however, there is another almost completely 

opposite way of dealing with the relationship between women and objects: one that 

acknowledges material culture’s central place in the life and identity of a woman. The idea of 

biographical objects, introduced to anthropology by Violette Morin and later expanded by 

Janet Hoskins, offers a different take on the women-as-object trope: if women are objects, they 

have the opportunity to collect, curate, and stage these objects in ways that are personally 

meaningful and that reflect their sense of worth and identity. Hoskins explains how “[p]eople 

who surround themselves with biographical objects do so to develop their personalities and 

reflect on them” (“Agency, Biography, and Objects” 78). Objects can be chosen or discarded for 

the value or aspects the person wants them to reflect, and they are also tangible proof of the self 

thus assembled: an object becomes the “witness of the fundamental unity of its user, his or her 

everyday experience made into a thing” (Morin 137-8).  

Susan Stewart makes a similar claim about objects that she calls “souvenirs.” In On 

Longing, Stewart explains how “The souvenir […] is intimately mapped against the life history 

of an individual; it tends to be found in connection with rites of passage (birth, initiation, 

marriage, and death) as the material sign of an abstract referent: transformation of status” 

(139). By commemorating important events in her life through objects, a person creates a 

souvenir that preserves her former self (before transformation) while acknowledging the 

change(s) that self has undergone. A souvenir therefore reflects both the previous self as intact 

and the current self as transformed. Stewart’s conception of the souvenir for contemporary 

culture is just as if not more relevant for understanding Victorian women’s material culture, 

because for many Victorian women the only occasion for obtaining or making objects was a 
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major rite of passage such as marriage, the birth of a child, or the death of a parent and the 

inheritance of family property. This constraint on the creation of objects means that potentially 

every object a woman owned would become a souvenir of her value or status. In a culture 

where a woman’s value hinged on status and successfully inhabiting a role in society, the 

connection between the souvenir or biographical object and a woman’s sense of her value would 

be strong—perhaps strong enough for the object itself to preserve the woman’s value despite 

any changes in her status or role.  

 Indeed, Stewart attests to the souvenir’s role in conferring and preserving value: she 

writes “[b]ecause of its connection to biography and its place in constituting the notion of the 

individual life, the memento becomes emblematic of the worth of that life and the self's capacity 

to generate worthiness” (139).  Biographical objects and souvenirs therefore not only reinforce 

and reflect their owner’s identity and sense of self, they also confer onto that identity a worth 

that stems not only from the objects’ values (both monetary and sentimental) but also from the 

ability of the maker or owner to create and cultivate those objects as personal possessions. 

Deborah Wynne recognizes the potential power in this formulation of women’s 

relationship with objects, comparing the display that Dickens characters Miss Havisham (Great 

Expectations) and Mrs. Clenham (Little Dorrit) create with the objects in their domestic spaces 

to how Dutch painters included meaningful objects in still life paintings. She writes of these 

two characters that “their still lifes are performative uses of property, protests again the female 

condition, of being bought and sold as objects in the marriage market, of being seen as 

embodiments of property and conduits for exchange, allowing them the fantasy of control, of 

being able to fix movable possessions, to retain permanently the objects they own” (74). These 

two wronged women use society’s conflation between women and objects to define themselves 

as masters of their surroundings and lives. Although these examples show how objects can 
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reflect a woman’s sense of her self and her value, the values preserved in these women’s objects 

are false, corrupted, grotesque, and moribund. Created at a time of despair and defeat, the 

objects cultivated by these women reflect their attempts to buttress a besieged position, rather 

than create a new role or value for themselves in the wider world. 

A less atrophied form of biographical objects can be found in depictions of female 

shopping. Although many critics have studied the shopping habits of Victorian women and 

female characters, Krista Lyseck’s study is particularly interesting in its view of shopping as a 

subversive tactic. She argues that shopping made it possible for women to “disrupt the limits 

placed on [them] by gendered norms and to reformulate the ideologies of gender that were 

manufactured by the machinery of capitalism” (10). Lyseck recasts desiring and finding pleasure 

in objects as positive, forms of agency and power. She writes “Evading her cultural inscription 

as object of exchange with an appetite that must be curtailed, the Victorian women shopper 

contested a traditional understanding of the self as distinct from objects. Rather than eliding 

the female subject, however, the breakdown of the boundaries between subject and object 

enabled a radical reformulation of the constitution of identity” (11). This reformulation consists 

of women acquiring and taking objects into their sense of selves and personalities. By doing so 

they not only enlarge themselves (they are more than just their bodies), but also take control 

over the constitution and makeup of the self. They, in other words, become the purchasers and 

makers of themselves, acknowledging that they, like other objects, can be created and altered 

for different purposes. As Lyseck explains, a woman’s shopping “credits her with a futurity and 

inaugurates a new economy of plentitude and expenditure toward which this self-in-making is 

always directed” (12). 
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“Made” objects, meaning in this chapter both the actual handmade object as well as the 

bought object that has been “made real” for the consumer by the action of purchasing,12 seem to 

provide Victorian women with the tool they require to fully realize their value and self worth—

imbued value. In order to create themselves as powerful and perhaps even autonomous beings, 

it was possible that women needed only to surround themselves with objects that reinforced 

that identity. Elaine Scarry’s delineates the idea of objects as tools for self-creation in The Body 

in Pain (1985), where she writes “the act of human creating includes both the creating of the 

object and the object's recreating of the human being, and it is only because of the second that 

the first is undertaken: that ‘recreating’ action is accomplished by the human makers and must 

be included in any account of the phenomenon of making” (310). Hers an important 

contribution to the idea that humans and objects need not be considered separately, or in some 

relation of power, but can be seen as two sides of the same process of creation.  

Elizabeth Gaskell’s Cranford, written between 1851 and 1853, is set back to an earlier 

version of object relations, with some sections of the novel occurring as early as 1830. This 

setting back into an earlier time is a strategic move by Gaskell to engage with the specific 

moment in British industrialization and class history when the middle class was encroaching on 

the landed gentry. The aging spinsters of her novel live in genteel poverty while clinging to an 

outdate version of their class status, causing tension between their way of life and the world 

around them. Gaskell uses material objects in her novel to show how the spinsters value their 

community over individual identity and fulfillment, as one character, Matilda Jenkyns, attempts 

to re-make herself through objects and imbued value into the marriageable (and therefore 

                                                      
12 Although the distinction between made objects and purchased objects will be important to some authors and 
will be brought to bear especially in the section on trousseau-making, I want to limit the distinction overall 
between the function of a woman wanting an object and making it herself and forming that same volition and 
accomplishing the same objective by going to a shop and purchasing the item (as Matilda Jenkyns will attempt to 
do in Cranford). 
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valuable) girl of her past. Her failure to do so indicates the difficulty of overcoming social and 

financial barriers to objects, even for spinsters who had legal rights to property. 

Women who did have access to material objects were often those who were making and 

purchasing items for their trousseau, the subject of the second section of this chapter. In my 

readings of Victorian trousseaux, including several featured in Trollope novels, I emphasize the 

multiple functions that trousseaux had in Victorian literature and culture including as a display 

of conspicuous consumption, a tool for learning housewifery and making the psychological 

transition to wife, and a biographical object or souvenir that women made at the height of their 

value and power with the hope of capturing and preserving their maiden identity. These 

functions each required different material strategies for the women attempted to perform them, 

strategies which highly influenced the way authors depicted them. Wary of women who seemed 

to overconsume or over-identify with commodities, many of the authors I discuss ultimately 

portray the trousseau negatively, focusing on trousseaux that fail to perform the functions for 

which they are designed. One reason for this wariness, I argue, was the mistrust of imbued 

value, especially for married women, whose legal claim to property was at this period still 

legally tenuous. 

 

PART ONE: Personal Property and Community Values in Elizabeth Gaskell’s Cranford 

 

Cranford begins with a contradiction about property in the town: “In the first place, 

Cranford is in possession of the Amazons; all the holders of the houses, above a certain rent, are 

women” (5). Although the Amazons, or spinsters, “posses” Cranford, they are only “holders of 

their houses,” not owners, and pay rent to remain in their homes. Their ownership of Cranford, 

then, is understood as the keeping of its traditional social order, and is largely a fiction 
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perpetuated by the spinsters themselves and confirmed somewhat equivocally by the narrator, 

Mary Smith. As spinsters and widows without children, they are legally entitled to own 

property outright, but this means very little to the Cranfordians,13 who are by and large living 

on fixed and very modest incomes and have almost no property.  Clothing, one of the few items 

the spinsters do own and value, does not function as personal property and repeatedly fails to 

grant the spinsters any sense of individuality or self-worth. Instead, clothing functions as an 

artifact of familial social status, performing the class to which the spinsters and their family 

previously belonged. Thus communal acceptance is based on adherence to the Cranfordians’ 

eccentric yet rigid fashion code which elaborately redefines choices made out of poverty into 

the comme il faut of an exclusive sect. Gaskell portrays the Cranfordian’s material culture as 

evidence of the strength of their communal understanding, but also seems to question the effect 

of a system that demands adherence to an impersonal, inflexible, and outdated code of 

ownership and possession. Through the character of Matilda Jenkyns, and the plotting of 

material culture that in many ways propels the novel, Gaskell questions the extent to which 

single women can possess things, themselves, or even their own lives. 

One of the first images Gaskell gives us of the spinsters in Cranford is not of a specific 

spinster character, but of a singular object that serves as a representation of the complex 

object-relations in which the Cranfordians operate. Mary narrates “I can testify to a 

magnificent family red silk umbrella, under which a gentle little spinster, left alone of many 

brothers and sisters, used to patter to church on rainy days.  Have you any red silk umbrellas in 

London?  We had a tradition of the first that had ever been seen in Cranford; and the little boys 

mobbed it, and called it ‘a stick in petticoats.’  It might have been the very red silk one I have 

                                                      
13 The term “Cranfordian” will be use throughout this chapter to refer only to the spinster community in Cranford. 
The townspeople of Cranford, for reasons that will be made clear, are to be understood as not included in this 
term. 
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described, held by a strong father over a troop of little ones; the poor little lady—the survivor 

of all—could scarcely carry it” (6). The “magnificent family red silk umbrella” functions in two 

ways in the text. It is an affectation of style on the part of the spinster, expressing her place in 

society of women who are seem oblivious to current fashion. The eccentricity of the 

Cranfordians and their ability to ignore the standards of the fashionable world could be 

evidence a kind of agency and personal freedom that they might not possess in a place more 

conscious of what is de rigeur. Their rejection of what is fashionable, however, is in its own way 

a type of fashion or social rule, dictating that true Cranfordians dress themselves independently 

of any consideration of how outsiders dress, but nonetheless holding up its dress code as no less 

important for being unfashionable. The umbrella is an example of how Cranford spinsters use 

objects to express themselves as a group, practicing their own special brand of fashion and 

mannerisms.  

The umbrella is also an heirloom of family fortunes that binds the spinster in the 

vignette to a past that lives on only in her refusal to abandon the impractical item out of 

remembrance, economy, or both. Thus, this object is also an example of how the spinsters in 

Cranford are irrevocably tied to a past and roles that are sometimes ridiculously inconvenient 

and unsuitable for their lives as single women.  As “the survivor of all,” the spinster inherits the 

umbrella and also the responsibility of carrying on family traditions and rituals, however 

outdated or impractical they may be. 

This passage introduces the two dominant forces in Cranford—community and 

tradition. The plot is propelled and punctuated by moments when this sense of community and 

allegiance to the past are threatened, either by the intrusion of outsiders (including market 

forces) or by the Cranfordians themselves, usually the protagonist, Matilda Jenkyns. Although 

some critics have argued that Cranford is a disjointed and fragmentary narrative (perhaps 
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purposefully),14 all of these moments build upon each other, and are connected by a thin but 

strong thread that runs through the novel: Matty’s desire for and manipulation of objects.  

Looking more closely at the objects Matty obtains or tries to obtain, the plot of Cranford 

becomes much more coherent and cohesive. 

Most of the notable events of the novel are either centered around or result in a shift in 

Matty’s object-relationships. For example, the death of Mr. Holbrook culminates in Matty’s 

adoption of a widow’s cap, while Matty’s desire for a new dress is thwarted by the presentation 

of a bad banknote and the failure of her bank. Even her brother Peter Jenkyn’s return to 

Cranford is accompanied by a material consequence, as the gifts he brings Matty (an Indian 

shawl and a pearl necklace) are deemed unsuitable for her maturity and position in the spinster 

community and are liquidated into gifts for all the Cranfordian spinsters. If viewed through the 

lens of material culture and object relations, Cranford becomes a story about renunciation, in 

which Cranfordian community and tradition trump Matty’s desires for objects with imbued 

value that will express her individuality and memorialize her marriageability. Denied the 

agency to make-real the objects she needs to enshrine and enlarge her sense of self, Matty 

eventually resigns herself to the not insignificant comforts and benefits of community and 

continuity. 

The most important principle of Cranford’s material culture, and the part of the novel 

that has attracted the most critical attention, is the spinsters’ practice of “elegant economy” (8). 

As Mary Smith describes, in the spinsters’ community “economy was always ‘elegant,’ and 

money-spending always ‘vulgar and ostentatious’” (8). The Cranfordians operate a value system 

that favors thrift and ingenuity in preserving resources over consumerism, which they deem 

excessive and wasteful. This in itself is straightforward, a rejection of the value system of 

                                                      
14 See Miller 
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capitalism and the replacement of consumerist imperatives with an almost conservationist 

credo: reduce, reuse, recycle. The Cranfordian code does not only guide the spinsters’ financial 

decisions, it is also a major component of their social lives and communal bond. As James 

Mulvihill describes, the idea of preserving scarce resources permeates every level of the 

Cranfordians’ lives and affects the structure of the novel itself. He explains how “both 

considerations—the social and the economic—are complexly, even inextricably, connected by 

circumstance and satisfy needs other than those of strict utility” (347). If extrapolated, the 

spinsters’ value system could be seen as a rejection of all value assessments made by the outside 

world, including the idea that spinsters and older women are redundant, non-productive, and 

value-less. Indeed scholars such as Nina Auerbach and Andrew Miller have both made this 

exact argument very eloquently, concluding that Cranford is a Utopia or refuge away from the 

materialistic and patriarchal values of nineteenth-century society. 

Yet both Auerbach and Miller must do acrobatics to avoid the moments in Cranford 

where the spinsters’ value system is revealed to be inadequate, restrictive, and even fraudulent 

in the sense that the Cranfordians themselves do not really believe in it. These moments are 

most often clustered around the idea of making and objects, and show how “elegant economy” 

functions in the actual economy of things. It does not fare well. Not only does elegant economy 

not take into account the very real desires and needs of the spinsters, it also forces the spinsters 

to hold on to their sense of social class and familial duty despite changed circumstances and 

declining resources. 

The elegance Mary describes is soon found out to be based on a completely willful 

misunderstanding of the spinster’s financial means: “[w]e had tacitly agreed to ignore that any 

with whom we associated on terms of visiting equality could ever be prevented by poverty from 

doing anything that they wished” (8). Many, if not most, of the Cranfordians material 
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practices—such as “wearing prints instead of summer silk […] because we preferred a washing 

material” (8) are an (always unsuccessful) attempt to deceive themselves and others about their 

financial means. As Mary explains, through repeated and stubborn refusals to acknowledge that 

anything they did was economically-motivated they “blinded ourselves to the vulgar fact, that 

we were, all of us, people of very moderate means” (8). Even in that phrasing—“very moderate 

means”—Mary is practicing elegant economy, fully committing even when telling the truth to 

giving the lie that the Cranfordians have adopted as their reality. 

While there is nothing particularly harmful in their mutual and shared deception, the 

acrobatics of thought and speech required to maintain it seem to border on pathological. When 

describing a scene where one of the spinsters produces a tea-tray from under her sofa because 

her one maid is too weak to carry it upstairs, Mary explains that the spinsters look away 

“though she knew, and we knew, and she knew that we knew, and we knew that she knew that 

we knew” (7). To my mind, this sentence suggests that what began as a strategy to resist 

painful economic truths and solidify community has become a ridiculous and recursive to an 

extreme. It is certainly a comical moment in the text, and Mary’s retelling of the story in this 

almost riddle-like form is meant to play up the nonsensical and ridiculous elements of the 

spinsters’ lives. But this telling elides the more troubling nature of living embedded in such a 

tortuous and needlessly complex value system. If elegant economy places great value on the 

spinsters hiding or disavowing the true motivations behind actions even from themselves then 

I think it is necessary and to question whether this value system truly “works” for the people 

who inhabit it.  

Because what is truly propelling the spinster’s insistence that their economy, which 

seems at least give their limited means, be “elegant” (and therefore wrapped in several layers of 

fiction and deceit) is their refusal to give up their place in a class hierarchy. Gaskell situates the 
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spinsters in Cranford at the center of a major shift in Victorian culture between the class 

system that was based on codes of conduct and ancestral property and the new prevalence of 

capital and exchange as markers of worth. As unmarried women, they can neither negotiate the 

system by forging new alliances with the newly-powerful middle class, nor depend on their 

family structure or patrimony to solidify their place within a certain class. Instead, they must 

perform their class daily by staging their objects, clothing, and behavior according to the 

expectations for that class. What becomes clear, however, is that the class they are performing 

no longer exists, and therefore neither do the expectations. 

The spinsters belong to the bygone era, and are kept from being part of the new not 

only by their adherence to old class standards, but also through their limited means. When we 

examine the spinsters’ clothing, the double-bind of tradition and poverty becomes clearer. In 

the first few pages of the novel, Mary writes that  

[t]heir dress is very independent of fashion; as they observe, “What does it 

signify how we dress here at Cranford, where everybody knows us?” And if they 

go from home, their reason is equally cogent, “What does it signify how we 

dress here, where nobody knows us?” The materials of their clothes are, in 

general, good and plain, and most of them are nearly as scrupulous as Miss 

Tyler, of cleanly memory; but I will answer for it, the last gigot, the last tight 

and scanty petticoat in wear in England, was seen in Cranford—and seen 

without a smile. (6)  

Although this passage represents the spinsters as resolutely opposed to changing their dress to 

suit current fashion or possible audience, their protestations of obliviousness to fashion are 

actually based more on necessity than principle. As the final sentence suggests, the spinsters do 

care about how they look: the spinsters are “scrupulous” about the clothing they wear and far 
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from careless about appearing “good” however “plain” their clothing may be. Indeed, this 

passage comes at the beginning of a novel obsessed with clothing and appearance; Mary’s 

tongue-in-cheek description is immediately contradicted by the spinsters thoughts, words, and 

actions. The spinsters pay great attention to what they wear and how they look, suggesting 

that even if they do not follow the dominant or current fashion, they have a fashion system no 

less stringent than the outside world’s mode.  

The fact that they wear outdated fashion—the references to “gigots” and “tight and 

scanty petticoat[s]” indicates that most of their clothing were last popular several decades 

ago—is a testament to the most important factor dictating their engagement with fashion and 

material culture in general: their poverty and limited resources. The spinsters wear outdated 

clothing therefore not to flaunt the rules of fashion and declare their independence from the 

social conventions of the outside world, but because they are still wearing the same clothing 

from decades ago and unable to purchase newer, more stylish clothing. Like the red umbrella, 

clothing in Cranford has been handed down and preserved even as it becomes the joke of non-

Cranfordians (including the readers). Even if the Cranfordians can afford new dresses, they 

would probably not be of the same quality as their old dresses, bought in more prosperous 

times (i.e. when they were still supported by their families and buffered by their class status). 

Miss Betty Barker dresses better than the other spinsters in Cranford, but only because she 

used to sell clothing with her sister and is now wearing out her old stock. As Mary explains 

“[i]t was five or six years since they had given up shop: so in any other place than Cranford her 

dress might have been considered passée” (75). Although contained in this fact is the suggestion 

that trade might be a more profitable and comfortable mode of life, the chief purpose of this 

passage is to show how wearing finery, no matter how outdated, is necessary to membership in 

the elite class of which the spinsters are the last vestiges. 
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The appearance of actual nobility in Cranford in the person of Lady Glenmire, upsets 

the Cranfordian notion of performing social class through clothing and presents troubling 

possibilities to the insulated and static world of the spinsters. Although the announcement of 

Lady Glenmire’s visit to Cranford sets off a flurry of activity as the spinsters try to perfect their 

modes of address and dress in order to impress this emissary of the upper class, the lady herself 

does not meet their expectations of a peeress. She dresses shabbily: she wears “an old black silk 

and shepherd’s plaid cloak” to her first appearance in church, leading the servant Martha to 

compare her to the tavern keeper’s wife (86-7). After inspecting Lady Glenmire’s outfit, Mrs. 

Pole observes that “ten pounds would have purchased every stitch she had on—lace and all” 

(92).  Indeed, she takes much less care in her attire, although she is Lady, than the Cranfordians 

do in preparation for their visit to her: most of the spinsters buy new caps to present 

themselves to the visitor, and Miss Pole wears seven brooches on various parts of her outfit 

(89). The Cranfordians are especially disappointed to see how shabbily Lady Glenmire dresses 

considering that she is a real peeress who represents timeless nobility which retains its title and 

place in the hierarchy even as the rest of the class system radically changes. Because the 

Cranfordians see clothing and objects as part of their performance of class, they expect Lady 

Glenmire to be even more aware of how she inhabits her class identity because, unlike their 

own, it has not been eroded by economic changes.  

Of course, one of the reasons Lady Glenmire does not have to perform her class is 

because she retains her title and inhabits her class for life, and there is no need for her to 

continually reaffirm her importance and superiority. Auerbach explains that “her rank 

isolate[es] her from the tattered gentility which is the badge of the authentic Cranfordian” 

(85). Unlike the outdated social class to which the Cranfordians cling, the peerage offers 

stability to its members—although their economic status might change, they are still nobility 
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and still have certain rights and privileges, albeit increasingly ceremonial rather than legal or 

economic. Because they do not have to fight to maintain their status, the members of the upper 

class can be much less stringent about their appearances, alliances, and attitudes. Lady 

Glenmire’s value is embodied insofar that it does not depreciate, nor does it need to be shored 

up by performances or objects that have social value. This gives her greater freedom of action 

than the other Cranfordians, whose lives are largely circumscribed by the need to appear 

“elegant” or valuable. 

Lady Glenmire’s marriage to the surgeon in the town of Cranford, Mr. Hogg, shatters 

the spinster’s hermetically sealed world, where Mary was earlier able to report after an absence 

that “[t]here had been neither births, deaths, nor marriages since I was there last. Everybody 

lived in the same house, and wore pretty nearly the same well-preserved, old-fashion clothes” 

(20). In a chapter punctuated by an exclamation mark (“Engaged to Be Married!”), Mary Smith 

herself becomes somewhat flustered by the change in circumstances occasioned by Lady 

Glenmire’s engagement, saying “[b]ut I must recover myself; the contemplation of it, even as 

this distance of time, has taken away my breath and my grammar, and unless I subdue my 

emotion, my spelling will go too” (134). This chapter is very rarely commented on by critics of 

the novel, but seems to announce itself in every sense as remarkable and important. Even the 

lead-up to the chapter is telling, as in the previous section Miss Pole tells Miss Matty how glad 

they are that “so far they have escaped marriage” (126) and Matty’s response is less 

enthusiastic. She gives a speech to Mary about how “to be sure, marriage was a risk, as she saw 

now she had had some experience; but she remembered the time when she had looked forward 

to being married as much as anyone” (126). Reflecting on these girlish hopes with a tear, Matty 

seems to feel a sense of regret, or possibly even anger at her fate: “I don’t mean [my life] has 

been sad, only so very different to what I expected” (127). Having thus discovered Matty’s 
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departure from the Cranford doctrine of shunning both males and marriage, we are fully 

prepared to see the significance of Lady Glenmire going over to the enemy and marrying a 

townsperson.  

Reactions to the Cranfordians to Lady Glenmire’s engagement predictably concern 

their belief that she is lowering herself not only by marrying and forsaking her single 

sisterhood, but also for abandoning the Amazonian Cranford for the “real” Cranford, one 

inhabited with people of different classes, occupations, and of course genders. Miss Pole 

condemns Lady Glenmire for her lack of “feminine delicacy” in her decision, and seems even 

more horrified by the fact that her engagement is “spoken of in a grocer’s shop, in the hearing 

of shopmen!” (135). She snidely remarks that “my lady will have to come down to many a lack 

of refinement. I have reason to believe that Mr. Hogg sups on bread-and-cheese and beer every 

night” (135). Miss Pole thus compares Lady Glenmire’s behavior with the Cranford system of 

values and finds her choice can only be explained by mercenary motives or “an establishment” 

(136), which is not only a completely spurious accusation, but also impugning the character of a 

woman who the Cranfordians have hitherto found “bright, and kind, and socialable, and 

agreeable” (137). Most of the Cranfordians learn the wrong lesson from her marriage: Mrs. 

Forrester, for example, “saw more fully than we could do how such conduct brought stains on 

the aristocracy” (138). Lady Glenmire is outcast from Cranfordian society when the spinsters 

perceive they must choose between her and her sister-in-law, Mrs. Jamieson. It is set up as a 

decision between “the Honorable Mrs. Jamieson and the degraded Lady Glenmire” (137). 

Despite Mrs. Jamieson being “dull, and inert, and pompous, and tiresome” (137)—a description 

that to the reader might appear generous—the Cranfordians show loyalty to those who have 

followed the Cranfordian code of conduct. 
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By marrying outside her caste, Lady Glenmire shows the Cranfordians how 

wrongheaded their ideas about class are: believing in both the sanctity of the peerage and the 

degradation of the middle class. Lady Glenmire, who never truly adapted the spinster’s elegant 

economy, now presents another option by entering into a new value system. After she is 

married, Lady Glenmire thrives, providing an important but overlooked rebuke of the idea of 

the Amazonian Cranford: “she went about on her errands of kindness more shabby than ever.  

Although in the hurried glimpses I caught of her at church or elsewhere she appeared rather to 

shun meeting any of her friends, her face seemed to have almost something of the flush of youth 

in it; her lips looked redder and more trembling full than in their old compressed state, and her 

eyes dwelt on all things with a lingering light, as if she was learning to love Cranford and its 

belongings” (138). Gaskell here reverses Mary’s original statement that “Cranford is in 

possession of the Amazons,” showing how Lady Glenmire only begins to truly understand and 

thrive in Cranford when she leaves the spinsters’ circle and becomes part of the town. 

 And it seems like Miss Matty would be glad to join her. She says “Two people that we 

know going to married. It’s coming very near” before remarking “One does not know whose 

turn may come next. Here, in Cranford, poor Lady Glenmire might have thought herself safe” 

(136). What Matty seems to be unconsciously calculating here is her chance, even at her 

advanced age, of entering into the marriage market. She is the most shocked of all of the 

spinsters, possibly because of her feeling, visible in her conversation with Mary about marriage 

immediately preceding Lady Glenmire’s engagement, that she is not satisfied with the status 

quo of the Cranfordian community and her place within it. The fact that Lady Glenmire 

managed to find a husband even in the Amazonian community of Cranford impresses upon 

Matty that idea that there is another ‘Cranford’, that is the town proper, where opportunities 

and possibilities might exist beyond the genteel poverty of her spinsterhood.  
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This is not the first time Matty has expressed thoughts or desires that do not seem 

quite in keeping with Cranford’s elegant economy. Before Signor Brunoni performs in 

Cranford, Matty writes Mary asking her to buy a sea-green turban for Matty to wear to the 

show. The letter Matty writes is “mysterious”: “[s]he began many sentences without ending 

them, running them one into another, in much the same confused sort of way in which written 

words run together on blotting-paper” (97). Matty’s letter is confused because she is trying to 

express a desire or need that is not fully sanctioned by Cranford’s value system—a new item 

that is not only ostentatiously fashionable, but also would set her apart from the other spinsters 

and add distinction to her appearance quite different from her usual old-fashioned and plain 

dresses. Mary intervenes in Matty’s act of independence, however, explaining that she was 

particularly anxious to prevent her from disfiguring her small, gentle, mousey 

face with a great Saracen’s head turban; and accordingly, I bought her a pretty, 

neat, middle-aged cap, which, however, was rather a disappointment to her 

when, on my arrival, she followed me into my bedroom, ostensibly to poke the 

fire, but in reality, I do believe, to see if the sea-green turban was not inside the 

cap-box with which I had travelled.  It was in vain that I twirled the cap round 

on my hand to exhibit back and side fronts: her heart had been set upon a turban, 

and all she could do was to say, with resignation in her look and voice— 

“I am sure you did your best, my dear.  It is just like the caps all the 

ladies in Cranford are wearing, and they have had theirs for a year, I dare say.  I 

should have liked something newer, I confess—something more like the turbans 

Miss Betty Barker tells me Queen Adelaide wears; but it is very pretty, my dear.  

And I dare say lavender will wear better than sea-green.  Well, after all, what is 

dress, that we should care anything about it?” (98) 
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Mary, who as the chronicler of Cranford has to some extent both assimilated and enshrined the 

Cranfordian value system, here enforces that value system on Matty, ostensibly because she is 

looking out for Matty. Mary believes she knows better than Matty what Matty needs, and 

bases this belief on the Cranfordian notion of keeping up appearances and communal identity. 

She does not want Matty to stand out or to fail to perform her class position. Matty’s 

disappointment with the “middle-aged cap” suggests that not only did she know her sea-green 

turban would have this effect, but that it is that effect that she was seeking: she complains that 

all of the ladies have the same caps, implying that she did not want to look like the rest of her 

community, but wanted to wear her “favorite color” (97) in a style that she has been told is 

fashionable in the outside world. At the Assembly rooms, she “gave a sigh or two to her 

departed youth, and the remembrance of the last time she had been there, as she adjusted her 

pretty new cap before the strange, quaint old mirror in the cloak-room” (102). Matty looks in 

the mirror where she once saw her youthful face, full of hope and the possibility of marriage 

proposals, and contrasts that face with her older visage, now attired in the gear of middle-age 

respectability, and is not happy with what she sees. The face in the mirror does not match 

Matty’s own evaluation of herself, and her attempt to remedy this situation has been thwarted. 

Although Mary reports this, she does not comment on it and quickly moves on to other 

subjects. Just as she did with the turban, Mary refuses to see her friend as anything except the 

old spinster whose foremost value is leading Cranford’s Amazon community. In this way, 

Gaskell deftly creates a disjuncture between Mary and Matty, Cranfordian elegant economy 

and the desires of an individual Cranfordian. What does Matty’s desire for a turban indicate, 

and how does Mary’s refusal to fulfill her friend’s wish indicate about Mary’s investment in 

keeping Cranford just as it is written down in her papers? 
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Matty’s desire for objects that fall outside the Cranfordian system of values is directly 

related to her dissatisfaction with her unmarried state. She has expressed a desire once before 

for an item of clothing that Mary thought ridiculous: after the death of her former suitor Mr. 

Holbrook, Matty asks the milliner to make her widows’ caps from now on—as if feeling herself 

widowed or wishing she was his widow because that would have mean she was his wife. Mary 

observes this transaction in the shop, even though Matty attempts to conceal it from her, 

fearing perhaps rightly that Mary would not approve of Matty’s somewhat eccentric desire. But 

being granted this request, albeit surreptitiously, seems to have a great effect on Matty: it is the 

“beginning of the tremulous motion of head and hands which [Mary has] seen ever since in 

Miss Matty” (50).  

The trembling of her hands connects this moment to another, much later in the novel, 

where she is also forced to confront her desire to be or have been married. When her brother 

Peter returns triumphantly to Cranford after spending most of his adulthood in self-imposed 

exile in India, he tells her that he “could have sworn you were on the high road to matrimony 

when I left England that last time! If anybody had told me you would have lived and died an 

old maid then, I should have laughed in their faces” (181-182). When he follows up this 

comment with an observation that he would have liked Mr. Holbrook as a brother-in-law and 

jokes that she “must have played your cards badly” in her relationship with Holbrook, he stops 

abruptly when he notices she is “shivering and shaking” (182). Although he blames an open 

window, it is not difficult to connect these two scenes and Matty’s frustrated love for Mr. 

Holbrook and the woman she should have been.  

Peter’s arrival in Cranford signals the end of Matty’s financial troubles, but also signals 

the end to her experiments in independence. Her resignation to her station, like her initial 

dissatisfaction, is signaled through her relationship to objects. When Peter shows Matty the 
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dress and pearls he bought for her in India, her reaction is initially desire, as before, for these 

objects, which seem to represent her youth and matrimonial prospects. Because of Peter’s 

reaction (and perhaps also Mary’s, who is present), she quells this desire, accepting that she is 

old and these items are unacceptable for her in her current (and probably permanent) position. 

Their exchange strikes at the heart of why objects are so important to Matty in her definition 

of herself as valuable. Peter begins 

“I suppose I forgot dates too, Matty, for what do you think I have 

brought for you from India?  I have an Indian muslin gown and a pearl necklace 

for you somewhere in my chest at Portsmouth.”  He smiled as if amused at the 

idea of the incongruity of his presents with the appearance of his sister; but this 

did not strike her all at once, while the elegance of the articles did.  I could see 

that for a moment her imagination dwelt complacently on the idea of herself thus 

attired; and instinctively she put her hand up to her throat—that little delicate 

throat which (as Miss Pole had told me) had been one of her youthful charms; 

but the hand met the touch of folds of soft muslin in which she was always 

swathed up to her chin, and the sensation recalled a sense of the unsuitableness 

of a pearl necklace to her age.  She said, “I’m afraid I’m too old; but it was very 

kind of you to think of it. They are just what I should have liked years ago—

when I was young!” (177) 

Matty, unlike Peter, still sees herself as a young woman who could wear with distinction a 

pearl necklace and Indian muslin gown. It is not until she touches her collar that she 

remembers her age and “unsuitableness” of these objects for her as she is now. But clearly her 

mental image of herself still has the “little delicate throat” that once marked her out as not only 

marriageable but also attractive. She relinquishes the item, perhaps aware at that point of the 
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bemused look on Peter’s face. Like the turban and widow’s cap, Matty’s desire for these objects 

is not in keeping with Cranfordian elegant economy or the position she now has, but indicates a 

dissatisfaction with the way things are and a longing for how they used to be or perhaps could 

have been. 

Throughout Cranford, Matty desires objects that would set her apart from the other 

spinsters at Cranford, and signal her identity as the marriageable girl she once was. Over and 

again, her desire for these objects is denied because it does not fit with the Cranfordian code of 

elegant economy. The one object she successfully obtains is the widow’s cap, which she wears 

as a testament to her relationship to the now-deceased Mr. Holbrook. If she cannot return to a 

past where she was marriageable and marry Mr. Holbrook, then at least she can assume the 

honor of wearing a widow’s cap to mark her lost love. It is perhaps no mistake that the other 

person who wears widow’s caps in Cranford is also the person of highest social rank, Mrs. 

Jamieson (50). Allowing Matty to keep the object that represents the destruction of her old 

hopes (the widow’s cap), while having her relinquish to the community the item that most 

represented those hopes (Peter’s gifts), Gaskell demonstrates the limits of identity creation 

through objects. While Matty cannot turn back time and accept Peter’s offerings as part of her 

wedding trousseau, she can emphasize that part of her biography and identity by wearing a 

widow’s cap. 

 

PART TWO: Making and Marking the Victorian Trousseau 

 

What did a Victorian woman make when she made a trousseau? We find the most 

obvious answer to that question in the Oxford English Dictionary, that is “[a] bride's outfit of 

clothes, house-linen, etc.” (“trousseau”). The word “trousseau” is of French origin, closely 
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related to the noun trousse meaning “a bundle of things” (“trousseau”). Other names for the 

trousseau emphasize the trousseau as a container of those things: bridal/wedding chest, hope 

chest, and bottom drawer are all terms for the trousseau popular in Great Britain and the 

United States. If we focus on the objects and containers of the trousseau, the use-value of 

household items and clothing provides the motivating force for its manufacture and 

assemblage. In order to enter or establish a new household as a wife, a woman must provide the 

necessary or needful things to make that transition a practical success. If this were the purpose 

of the trousseau, we would expect the items made or purchased for it to be utilitarian, and fitted 

exactly to the task at hand in quantity and quality. Moreover, we would expect items to be 

handed down or repurposed for the trousseau as long as they had not outlived their usefulness 

or purpose, and trousseaux could be prepared years in advance of a proposal or marriage, as 

similar objects would be needed for a bride in any generation or at any given time. 

This is quite distinctly not the case with the nineteenth-century trousseau, particularly 

trousseaux made by and for the mid-to-late-Victorian middle class. The trousseaux that these 

Victorian women made were often impractical, excessive, delicate, and preserved rather than 

used or handed down. The use-value of the items in the trousseau in most cases seems to have 

been a secondary consideration when choosing which recent and perhaps ephemeral fashionable 

items to buy or make for a bride’s trousseau. Even after ready-made items began to supplant 

the hand-made articles of the trousseaux, women still spent hours at their needles working 

their trousseaux, embellishing the manufactured cloth with embroidery, fabric tucks, and lace. 

So why did Victorian women spend so much time, energy, and (family) money on items that 

were largely unusable and irrelevant almost from the moment of completion?  

The answer to this question is three-fold. First, historical changes to both the economy 

and the marriage contract refocused and redefined the role of objects in the lives of women and 
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families, particularly when it came to individual property. Second, the trousseau was a way for 

women to learn housewifery skills, particularly how to do painstaking and tedious work, and by 

doing so also inhere within themselves the personal strength and sublimation needed to be 

ideal Victorian wives. Third, and most important for understanding the trousseau as a marker 

of personal value or worth, women used their trousseaus as biographical objects with which 

they imbued their pre-marital value (their marriageability and right to own property), believing 

that buying and marking valuable items for their trousseau would translate into being valuable 

and having control over their value. Making a trousseau therefore really meant making herself 

into the woman she wanted or needed to be. Whether or not the trousseau could actually do 

this is something I will discuss at more length later in this chapter, but the women who made 

trousseaux, I argue, believed that it could perform this work. What is clear from this list of 

motivating forces is that trousseaux meant different things to different people. But all of the 

uses and meanings of the trousseau seem to revolve around the idea of value: what specific 

value the trousseau demonstrated or held differs, but it always participates in the imbued value 

narrative to which so many things and people were subject in the Victorian period. 

Mary Roberts Coolidge, in Why Women Are So (1912) offers a description of the 

trousseau that in many ways sums up its many uses for Victorian society. She describes how the 

elaborate preparation for the trousseau and wedding saying  

[the bride’s] parents were the more inclined to indulge her extravagant notions-

-for the last time--because it would reflect credit upon themselves. In the early 

part of the Nineteenth Century the ordinary bride's outfit followed the traditions 

of the European peasant woman, and consisted chiefly of the chest of linen and 

household furnishings made by her own hand; but as manufactures supplanted 

home-made articles, the bride devoted more and more attention to the personal 
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trousseau. For months before the wedding day she cut and fitted and sewed; 

crocheted and tatted and embroidered; in order that she might be able to exhibit 

to her female friends and, incidentally, to the bewildered lover, so many dozens 

of elaborate, hand-made chemises, nightgowns, petticoats; tablecloths, napkins, 

and towels. And while the bride was working night and day harder than ever 

before in her life, the proud mother, with scarcely less enthusiasm, assisted the 

ambitious dressmaker of the neighborhood to contrive as many and as elaborate 

dresses as possible from the money provided by a father whose pride it was to 

give his daughter a suitable outfit. (25) 

In this passage, the parents of the bride see the trousseau as a way to show their wealth and 

status in society, participating in Veblen Thorstein in 1899 termed “conspicuous consumption.” 

The trousseau was an opportunity for middle-class families to demonstrate their class 

aspirations, showing other families that they had the wealth, taste, and leisure time to purchase 

and produce trousseaux for their daughters. Especially since the primary function of the 

middle-class wife was to manage household objects and display, it was important for the bride’s 

family and the bride herself to show they were capable of this important cultural work. Also 

present in this passage is the evolution of the trousseau from the relatively simple handmade 

articles necessary for home-making to the manufactured, but elaborately embellished pieces of 

lingerie and luxury items required for the late-nineteenth-century trousseau. This change from 

handmade to purchased items reflected a change in the manufacturing process of cloth and 

commodities but women’s material strategy of finishing the ready-made items by hand 

represents a resistance to this change. Trousseau-making entailed the bride “working night and 

day harder than ever before in her life” as an essential part of the ritual and the continued use of 

hand-sewing is a testament to that.  
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Coolidge also acknowledges another, more intangible purpose to making the trousseau. 

She writes about the psychological function of the trousseau, both in giving the Victorian bride 

a sense of her importance, but also in helping her make the transition to her new role as wife. 

If it be thought that all this was only mere girlish extravagance, let us remember 

that for the domestic woman the wedding-day was not only the first, but the sole 

time that she would ever be a person of public interest. Not even if she should 

bear a son to become the savior of his country, would she be the principal in her 

family, or so conspicuous a figure in a solemn ceremony. For a day of such 

importance nothing was quite good enough. The trousseau was as essential to 

the prospective bride as an outfit to the explorer of arctic or tropical wilds; or, 

rather, it was like the equipment of a traveler who sets out for an unknown 

Oriental country — for who knew what might be needed and yet unattainable in 

the great adventure upon which she was about to embark! Like other 

adventurers, she might be taking many inappropriate things. The girl who 

married a young instructor attached to one of the best colleges might find it 

necessary to lay away the dozens of delicate undergarments, replacing them with 

plain, stout materials to be washed with her own hands. The trousseau, at the 

end of the first year, might be quite useless in view of prospective motherhood; 

and might be laid away in lavender, never to be resurrected, perhaps, except for 

some old-folks masquerade devised by her grown-up daughter. (26) 

When Coolidge describes the young woman being, for the first and last time, “the principal in 

her family,” she is indicating that the moment of her marriage was for the Victorian woman the 

height of her value and power. It was certainly the last moment before she surrendered some of 

her rights in marriage, and a moment when she had just been indulged to a great degree in 
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terms of what she could purchase and demand from her parents. The feeling of being an 

important personage only at the moment of her marriage certainly imbues that moment and its 

attendant objects with special meaning for the bride-to-be. It may be this meaning in part that 

makes the trousseau useful to the bride on the “great adventure.” It is this formulation of the 

trousseau that is most interesting to me, as suggestion that the trousseau is preparation against 

the unknown. Of course, marriage is largely known entity, one that can be packed for at any 

rate—as were, even at this period, the artic, tropics, and Orient. What I think Coolidge is 

referring to the power of objects to help women transition into sexual being. While piles of 

underwear and white linens might not be necessary for a new bride, the feeling of having those 

things to bring from her old life into her new life was necessary to create a sense of continuity 

between the two. The “unknown” for most brides was sexual knowledge, and certainly part of 

the embellishing and marking of lingerie was meant to prepare a woman for a time when both 

the knowledge and the act itself would become a part of her new reality. It may be comforting, 

in both confronting this unknown aspect of life and dealing with it once known, to have familiar 

and comforting items close to the body. These are the psychological uses for the trousseau, 

which connect the making of objects with the making and remaking of the human. 

Victorian authors depict some if not all of the purposes for the trousseau that Coolidge 

identifies. Anthony Trollope in particular seems to understand and deploy the many functions 

of the trousseau and the different material strategies woman and their families used to achieve 

these functions. Yet for an item that seemed to have such an important function in women’s 

lives and be such a ubiquitous feature of Victorian culture, why are is it not featured in more 

plots and why has it not garnered more attention? 

One reason is who makes trousseaux in Victorian novels. I have found no depictions of 

trousseau-making on the part of a nineteenth-century heroine whose courtship plot is the main 
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focus of the novel. Almost all of the depictions of trousseaux are relegated to the sub-plots, 

usually serving as foils and cautionary warnings to the main courtship plot and heroine. In 

other words, we never find a Margaret Hale, Lucy Robarts, or Dorothea Brooke planning and 

purchasing her trousseau at the end of her successful love match and engagement. The women 

in who do make trousseaux in those novels are characters who are shown as superficial, 

spendthrift, or otherwise domestically deficient: Edith Lennox, Griselda Grantly, and 

Rosamund Vincy, respectively, are all shown preparing a wedding trousseau while the main 

heroine is not.  

There are several reasons why heroines do not participate in the making and marking of 

their own trousseaux.15 The most important is the structure of the courtship plot, which 

usually ends quickly after the heroine’s acceptance of the proposal. The engagement period and 

thus the preparation of the trousseau are not depicted. Authors do not dramatize the 

engagement period because their heroine’s value has been resolved by the successful courtship, 

therefore the trousseau can play no role in resolving that value. 

 When the trousseau is depicted, then, it must mean that a character’s value has not 

been resolved by her engagement. Her education plot, fiancé, or fortune may have proven false, 

causing a rupture between her current value and the value she needs to successfully make the 

transition to wife. This suggests a serious problem with the character or the courtship or 

possibly both, problems that it may not be possible to resolve. Thus representations of the 

trousseau are usually deployed for characters and in engagements that are already in trouble. 

The characters who make trousseaux and the situations where the trousseau is featured thus 

already colors our impression of the practice.  

                                                      
15 They do, however, help other characters with their trousseaux, usually a sign of helpfulness and community 
spirit. 
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There are roughly three ways that Victorian authors use trousseaux in their plots: as 

evidence of an overly materialistic or shallow mind not capable of the deep, romantic bond of 

marriage, as an inappropriately sexualized form of Pygmalion whereby the bride is made into 

an erotic object through the purchasing and display of elaborately embellished undergarments 

and clothing, or as a commentary on the inability of women to preserve their personal property 

and value from the vicissitudes of the marketplace (both marital and financial). The message 

conveyed by Victorian authors through the trousseau is almost univocal: purchased or made 

objects cannot hold positive values or personal worth, and even if they could they are not 

exempt from the loss and devaluation to which all objects and values are subject. 

Trollope’s most lengthy and in some ways eloquent thoughts on the trousseau are 

expressed in Framley Parsonage as Griselda Grantly prepares for her marriage to Lord 

Dumbello. An entire passage about the trousseau is written in mock-heroic style, something 

that Trollope often uses when describing the importance people place on shallow or petty 

things. The scene he describes, with obvious mock-heroic flourishes, is similar to the dressing 

of the armor in an epic battle scene: 

But then there arose the subject of clothes—of the wedding trousseau!  […] 

When this subject was discussed Griselda displayed no lack of a becoming 

interest. She went to work steadily, slowly, and almost with solemnity, as 

though the business in hand were one which it would be wicked to treat with 

impatience. She even struck her mother with awe by the grandeur of her ideas 

and the depth of her theories. Nor let it be supposed that she rushed away at 

once to the consideration of the great fabric which was to be the ultimate sign 

and mark of her status, the quintessence of her briding, the outer veil, as it were, 

of the tabernacle—namely, her wedding-dress. As a great poet works himself up 
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by degrees to that inspiration which is necessary for the grand turning point of 

his epic, so did she slowly approach the hallowed ground on which she would sit, 

with her ministers around her, when about to discuss the nature, the extent, the 

design, the colouring, the structure, and the ornamentation of that momentous 

piece of apparel. No; there was much indeed to be done before she came to this; 

and as the poet, to whom I have already alluded, first invokes his muse, and then 

brings his smaller events gradually out upon his stage, so did Miss Grantly with 

sacred fervour ask her mother's aid, and then prepare her list of all those articles 

of under-clothing which must be the substratum for the visible magnificence of 

her trousseau. (Framley 469). 

As noted before, the serious and elevated tone Trollope adopts here is meant to reveal the utter 

ridiculousness of the importance placed on the trousseau by women, society, and perhaps even 

his readers. Especially in a series that deals with ecclesiastical matters from a decidedly secular 

viewpoint, the religious tone and almost mythic proportions outlined for the task Griselda 

undertakes sets this passage apart and creates a curious satiric energy around the item being 

discussed. For an author who has been noted for his lack of descriptions of material objects16, 

Trollope’s discussion of Griselda’s trousseau and wedding garments is almost rhapsodic in an 

epic inventory, in which a loquacious Trollope describes the contents of Griselda’s trousseau:  

Money was no object. We all know what that means; and frequently understand, 

when the words are used, that a blaze of splendour is to be attained at the 

cheapest possible price. But, in this instance, money was no object;—such an 

amount of money, at least, as could by any possibility be spent on a lady's 

clothes, independently of her jewels. […] But as far as silks and satins went—in 

                                                      
16 For a detailed discussion of this critical trend, see Harvey. 
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the matter of French bonnets, muslins, velvets, hats, riding-habits, artificial 

flowers, head-gilding, curious nettings, enamelled buckles, golden tagged 

bobbins, and mechanical petticoats—as regarded shoes, and gloves, and corsets, 

and stockings, and linen, and flannel, and calico—money, I may conscientiously 

assert, was no object. And, under these circumstances, Griselda Grantly went to 

work with a solemn industry and a steady perseverance that was beyond all 

praise. (269-70) 

The abundance of adjectives describing the sheen and material of the objects (“golden,” 

“enamelled,” “gilding”) creates a dazzling impression on the reader. Everything about the 

trousseau—here it is referred to as a “blaze of splendor”—is about surfaces and display. This 

listing of the items in Griselda’s trousseau creates the appearance or impression of value, but 

not value in the sense of each item having a specific meaning or use. No one item, fabric, or 

emotional impression is marked in this passage, as it presumably would be if the items had been 

chosen or constructed with great care. It is an overflow of sumptuousness and sensuousness, 

excess for the sake of excess.  

 Of course this is exactly what the trousseau needs to do for Griselda, who is attempting 

to launch herself into a glittering career as a future Duchess. For someone like Griselda, who 

has almost attained the most coveted title in British society, the trousseau is an opportunity to 

demonstrate her taste, understanding of the optics of her position, and ability to delegate. The 

most important work of the trousseau—that is, the marking—is being done by others, perhaps 

even by sweated labor. Trollope’s praise of Griselda’s “solemn industry and […] steady 

perseverance” (Framley 70) is in one way genuine, in that Griselda understands exactly what 

her value is on the marriage market and in society, and successfully places herself in a position 

where she can play her part to the best of her ability.  
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 Indeed, the doubts raised by Trollope and other Victorian authors around the idea of the 

imbued value of the trousseau was not so much that the object could not be imbued or invested 

with certain values, but that the values that were being represented were primarily crass 

materialism and selfishness, and therefore not worthy of being memorialized or preserved. 

Much like the still lifes described by Wynne, the trousseau is imbued with the worst 

characteristics of the woman who makes it, and is a casket of self-indulgence rather than self-

reflection. This is especially true in depictions of trousseaux where is it clear that the woman 

who is making the trousseau has no emotional or psychological understanding of the step she is 

undertaking in forging a permanent emotional and legal bond of marriage. 

The apotheosis of the trousseau as a marker of shallow and materialistic values can be 

found in Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s Vixen (1879), where the mother of the title character makes 

an ill-advised second marriage almost entirely for the purpose of buying new clothes for her 

trousseau and later wastes away and dies when the bill from her dressmaker causes a rift in the 

new marriage. Pamela Tempest is a wealthy widow with a daughter of marriageable age who is 

tempted, partly from her love of dress, to reenter the marriage market even though she is 

financially secure for her lifetime and should be looking out for her daughter’s marriage 

prospects rather than her own. She becomes engaged to Captain Winstanley after her daughter 

Violet (Vixen) refuses his offer of marriage, which causes a rift in the mother-daughter 

relationship that is never fully healed. Captain Winstanley’s motivation is clearly mercenary, as 

he calculates how long his new wife might live with the income and estate guaranteed to her 

during her lifetime. In spite of these drawbacks, however, Pamela is undaunted: “She felt herself 

sorely ill-used; and then came soothing thoughts about her trousseau, her wedding-dress, the 

dress in which she should start for her wedding-tour” (Vixen 143). 
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Thoughts of a trousseau and of conspicuous and unchecked consumption make an 

unsuitable marriage seem suitable and even desirable. Pamela avoids any of the serious 

questions she should ask herself before or during her engagement about her age and financial 

situation by instead focusing on how to have the most fashionable trousseau. She thinks “All 

things would of course be chastened and subdued. No woman can be a bride twice in her life; 

but Mrs. Tempest meant that the trousseau should, in its way, be perfect. There should be no 

rush or excitement in the preparation; nothing should be scamped or hurried. Calmness, 

deliberation, and a faultless taste should pervade all things” (143). The calmness, deliberation, 

and sense (if not taste) she gives to her trousseau-making should have instead been given to her 

decision to marry. The ridiculousness of Pamela’s attention to propriety in choosing her laces 

again shows how her attention is lavished on unimportant things while bigger questions go 

unasked and unanswered:  

I will have no trimming but Valenciennes for my under-linen,” she decided; “it is 

the only lace that never offends. And I will have old English monograms in satin-

stitch upon everything. My peignoirs will require a good deal of study; they admit 

of so much variety. I will have only a few dresses, but those shall be from Paris. 

Theodore must go over and get them from Worth. She knows what suits me 

better than I do myself. I am not going to be extravagant, but Conrad so 

appreciates elegance and taste; and of course he will wish me to be well dressed.” 

And so, comforted by these reflections, Mrs. Tempest sank into a gentle slumber, 

from which she was awakened by Pauline, who had discussed her mistress’s 

foolishness over a hearty supper, and now came to perform the duties of the 

evening toilet. 
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“Oh Pauline,” cried the widow, with a shiver, “I’m glad you awoke me. I’ve just had 

such an awful dream.” 

“Lor’, ma’am! What about?” 

“Oh, an awful dream. I thought Madame Theodore sent me home a trousseau and 

that there was not a single thing that would fit. I looked an object in every one of 

the dresses.” (143-44) 

The real nightmare, of course, is that she is marrying a man whom she hardly knows and who 

is probably only after her money, and by doing so is severing ties with her only child. She 

displaces her fear that Vixen’s objections are probably correct by once again focusing on her 

trousseau and how her daughter’s displeasure overshadows the pleasure she can take in it: “Still 

Mrs. Tempest went on harping upon the cruelty of her daughter’s conduct. The consciousness 

of Violet’s displeasure weighed heavily upon her. ‘I dare not even show her my trousseau,” she 

complained, “all confidence is at an end between us. I should like to have had her opinion about 

my dresses — though she is sadly deficient in taste, poor child! and has never even learnt to put 

on her gloves perfectly.’” (149). Pamela translates wanting Vixen’s approval for her marriage 

into wanting Vixen’s approval of her trousseau. The only way she can relate to her own 

feelings and to other human beings is through her appreciation and consumption of material 

goods. Attempting to reconcile with her daughter takes the form of encouraging Vixen to 

accept a proposal she does not want so that mother and daughter can collaborate on a 

trousseau. Braddon writes “Violet had to listen to much plaintive bemoaning from her mother, 

who could not understand how any well-brought-up young woman could refuse an Irish peer 

with a fine estate, and the delights of a trousseau made by the renowned Theodore. Upon this 

latter detail Mrs. Winstanley dwelt at more length than upon that minor circumstance in a 

marriage — the bridegroom” (232). 
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Pamela uses objects to relate to people, even her own daughter, and marriage to obtain 

those objects. Pamela tries to coax Vixen into marriage by saying “It would have been such a 

pleasure to me to plan your trousseau, darling. […] Your trousseau should be talked about in 

society, and even described in the fashion magazines. And then Lord Mallow is really so very 

nice — and has such a charming baritone — what more can you want?” (232-33). Braddon 

presents this as a very dangerous proposition, because it trivializes both human relationship 

and marriage into decisions that are akin to impulse buys. There is no depth of feeling or 

understanding at work in any of Pamela’s relationships, perhaps even to herself. 

When the trousseau’s potential ability to make its owner into a sexual being is 

employed by an older widow, who desires to be again sexually attractive and active, the result 

is risible or even pitiable; but this same ability becomes disturbing when deployed on behalf of a 

young woman who may have no sexual knowledge and does not understand or want to be a 

sexual object. The trousseau as an object of sexual knowledge is certainly one of its many uses. 

Objects are made and bought with special reference to the woman’s body not only through the 

fitting of clothing and underclothing, but also by the inclusion of items meant to manage the 

body’s secretions—from handkerchiefs to sanitary napkins. 

Authors and commentators of the time understood how the trousseau functioned as an 

object of sexual initiation. One French style manual, describing the different styles of the 

chemise, made special mention of the unmentionable nature of the bridal chemise:  

It would be regrettable to pass over in silence the most winning of all [the 

chemises]: the conjugal chemise. Do not describe it to young girls—one must 

respect the exquisite and somewhat excessive modesty of the seraphim—but it 

must be placed in the bridal trousseau. They will not wear it immediately; but 

after a while they will understand the value of this oriental silk or batiste, with 
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large lace inserts, all aquiver with vallenciennes flounces that embellish it at the 

hem. They will become accustomed to this transparent network, which in 

front—from the beginning of the bosom of the belt—reveals the harming graces 

of a young and supple bust. (qtd. in Perrot 166) 

This passage polices sexual knowledge by drawing a distinction between “placing” items in a 

bridal trousseau and describing the item to the girl for whom the trousseau is intended. It 

seems to recommend the surreptitious or at least mysterious addition of items to a girl’s 

trousseau by a sexually-knowledgeable or initiated other with the assumption that by the time 

the girl uses these items she will herself be sexually active. This second person contribution to 

the trousseau troubles the model of trousseau making as self-making in two ways: first, it gives 

agency to a maker that is not the owner or user of the trousseau, and second it creates an 

owner/user who has knowledge or experience without the informed consent or intention of the 

girl being thus transformed. In other words, having another person add sexually-significant 

objects to the trousseau assigns sexual meaning and status to a girl while denying her access to 

a full understanding of either.  

The girl does not always cooperate with this attempt at molding her into a sexual being, 

however. This is what happens in The Eustace Diamonds, as Mrs. Carbuncle prepares the 

trousseau for her niece Lucinda Roanoke’s marriage to Sir George Tewett. Lucinda complains 

with “terrible energy” against the making of the trousseau, arguing with her aunt that she 

“shall never have a house to put [the objects] into” (Eustace 2:236). Lucinda’s inability to 

imagine a future in which the items in her trousseau are useful possessions does not portend 

well for her future marriage and the role she will be required to fill in her husband’s household. 

The intense disgust she feels for her marriage is further revealed during a fitting for the items 

in her trousseau, when Lucinda “could hardly be got to allow the milliners to fit the dresses to 
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her body, and positively refused to thrust her feet into certain golden-heeled boots with 

brightly-bronzed toes, which were a great feature among the raiment” (Eustace 2:277). The 

resistance of her body to the material accoutrements of marriage is a precursor to her resistance 

to her husband’s body and sexuality. Lucinda violently rejects her potential use-value as a 

sexual and reproducing body; this is not only strongly hinted at by the narrator and dialogue 

throughout the marriage sub-plot, but also demonstrated by the account of how “the bride 

absolutely ran a muck among the finery, scattering the laces here and there, pitching the glove 

boxes under the bed, chucking the golden-heeled boots into the fire-place, and exhibiting quite 

a tempest of fury against one of the finest shows of petticoats ever arranged with a view to the 

admiration and envy of female friends” (Eustace 2:277). Lucinda rejects the objects in her 

trousseau because they do not reflect the value or self that she wants them to, and indeed 

cannot bring herself to perform the part that the assembled goods have created for her. She 

refuses to go through with her marriage to Sir George, and is later revealed to have had an 

almost complete mental breakdown. 

These depictions of trousseaux are largely concerned with women who are fascinated or 

repulsed by trousseaux made for them. The work they are involved in is largely mental, trying 

to imagine the woman they would like their trousseau to make them into and then describing 

and delegating to others the actual work of making the objects that will affect that 

transformation. In Lucinda’s case, even the imagining is done by other (specifically, her aunt) 

and thus she completely rejects the trousseau and the woman it wants to make her into. The 

trousseau, and Victorian authors’ depictions of it, takes on a completely different aspect when 

the women are actually doing the work of making and marking the trousseau themselves. 

Although there is no shortage of tragedy in George Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss, one of 

the most devastating scenes of loss is the sale of the Tulliver’s household goods, including Mrs. 
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Tulliver’s trousseau linens. Mrs. Tulliver is particularly affected by the loss of her things 

because she made them with her own hands. She laments: “To think o’ these cloths as I spun 

myself, and Job Haxey wove ‘em, and brought the piece home on his back, as I remember 

standing at the door and seeing him come, before I ever thought o’ marrying your father! And 

the pattern as I chose myself, and bleached so beautiful, and I marked ‘em so as nobody ever 

saw such marking,–they must cut the cloth to get it out, for it’s a particular stitch, And they’re 

all to be sold, and go into strange people’s houses, and perhaps be cut with the knives, and wore 

out before I’m dead” (Eliot 213–214). She has experienced the entire life span of the item, from 

flax to finished product, and it has similarly been present in the major events of her life, 

including the event that it was made for, Mrs. Tulliver’s marriage. The cloth is meant to be 

preserved for her life, and handed down to the children who are also of her making. This item 

of personal property—not in the legal sense but in the sense that it has been personalized and 

incorporated into the personality and life history of its maker—is more than just a commodity 

and has more than simply monetary value for Mrs. Tulliver, and her distress at losing it is as 

intense as if she were was losing a part of herself. As Deborah Wynne writes, Mrs. Tulliver’s 

“humanity resides in the things she spun and washed, the things she made and used and 

personalized with her own name, the tools of housewifery, objects associated with her labor and 

her social role” (103). The time, energy, care, and even pain that went into the making of her 

trousseau linens is part of her life story and current sense of self—to lose them is to lose parts 

of her history and even personality. Mrs. Tulliver feels that her personal worth, role, and even 

identity are bound up with the objects she made, marked, and preserved: to be the creator of 

things of value is to be herself valuable. 

What changes for women like Mrs. Tulliver when they no longer spin and sew their 

own trousseau? Does this object still hold the biographical significance of an item that has been 
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made by hand and accompanied its maker through the changes of her life? These questions and 

their answers become especially relevant around mid-century, when buying ready-made items 

began to be substituted for the spinning and plain-sewing employed by Mrs. Tulliver’s 

generation. The ready-made revolution in textiles and domestic goods that began in the 

eighteenth century and was widespread by the 1850s dramatically changed how Victorian 

women prepared their trousseaux, and also had an effect on how the process of trousseau-

making was portrayed in the literature of the time. What had once been a long and laborious 

process of textile production, construction, and finishing, was expedited and made easier by the 

introduction of machine-made fabrics and laces. A whole trousseau could be ordered and 

delivered ready-made, without any of the preparation that once took up most of a woman’s time 

during her engagement period and required her full attention and skill. This caused a change in 

the traditional meaning and role of the trousseau: because the trousseau was no longer a time-

consuming and labor-intensive investment on the part of the bride-to-be, it became an 

opportunity for engaged women to indulge in conspicuous consumption and spend large sums 

of money shopping for undergarments, clothing, and other household goods.  

Trollope describes the role of the trousseau as a biographical and personal item at 

length in Framley Parsonage, in a different tone than his previous, mocking tone when 

discussing the decadent display and expense of Griselda’s trousseau: 

Sarcastic people are wont to say that the tailor makes the man. Were I such a 

one, I might certainly assert that the milliner makes the bride. As regarding her 

bridehood, in distinction either to her girlhood or her wifehood—as being a line 

of plain demarcation between those two periods of a woman's life—the milliner 

does do much to make her. She would be hardly a bride if the trousseau were not 

there. A girl married without some such appendage would seem to pass into the 
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condition of a wife without any such line of demarcation. In that moment in 

which she finds herself in the first fruition of her marriage finery she becomes a 

bride; and in that other moment, when she begins to act upon the finest of these 

things as clothes to be packed up, she becomes a wife. (Framley 469) 

In this passage, Trollope outlines what he believes to be the three distinct phases of a woman’s 

life: girlhood, bridehood, and wifehood. The trousseau is specifically placed in the bridehood 

period, providing useful and even vital during that period but not having a role to play in either 

of the other phases of the woman’s life. This suggests that it has a particular role to play in this 

transitional phase of the woman’s life as a marker of time, souvenir, or rite of passage, but not 

as an object that will be instrumental in either earlier or later phases of life. Trollope makes this 

clear when he describes how the bride does not truly become a wife until she has packed away 

the objects in her trousseau, particularly the “finery,” presumably taking up more practical 

items in their stead or, even more significantly, not needing or heeding objects in the way she 

did before marriage. Trollope privileges the maker and the process over the objects themselves, 

and by doing so reveals the trousseau as something other than a practical item, but instead a 

deeply symbolic marker of life events and identity transformation.  

Moreover, his fiction registers the changes being wrought by the ready-made and mass-

produced goods available to women for their trousseau-making, and how those changes have an 

impact not only on how the women relate to their trousseau, but also how they relate to the 

larger systems of property, marital relationships, and personal worth involved in the trousseau-

making process. He contrasts the successes and failures of trousseaus with the successes and 

failures of the women who choose one material strategy over another. As he does so, Trollope 

critiques the ease, speed, and even pleasure of buying finished goods, revealing the importance 
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of female industry, careful construction, and assiduous application in the trousseau-making 

process. 

For Trollope, shopping for a trousseau and shopping for a wife or a husband seem 

indecently similar. In both cases, the ease of the transaction and the bad decision-making on the 

part of the woman who wishes to become a wife makes the engagement process one of 

superficial development and often total misunderstanding of the role she is trying to obtain. 

Arabella Trefoil, perhaps one of Trollope’s most notorious husband-hunters, explains in The 

American Senator (1876) that “[t]rousseaus are now got up by steam, and girls are kept ready to 

marry at the shortest notice” (American Senator). What Arabella is contemplating in this phase 

of the novel is marrying at short notice a man whom she hardly knows. There is a suggestion 

here by Trollope that objects and brides need to be gradually and painstakingly created over 

time, not mass-produced and available on demand. That trousseaux are “got up by steam” robs 

the woman of her agency in its production and therefore also robs her of the potentially great 

value and meaning which it might hold for her. The reference to steam, a relatively new energy 

that does not rely on human agency or exertion, further highlights the modern nature of this 

problem—“now” got up by steam as opposed to before when they were got up by hand. There 

is also an interesting slippage between trousseaux being ready-made and women being ready-

made and therefore saleable commodities. If trousseaux and by extension engagement periods 

are no longer time for personal reflection and the creation of biographical objects that express 

the individuality and worth of the maker, then perhaps that individuality and worth is 

completely lost in a system of impersonal, mass-produced, and identical people as well as 

objects. 

The opportunity to make the ritual into an extensive and expensive capitalist 

undertaking, however, was not an imperative, and many commentators and authors of the 
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period stressed the importance of embellishing and finishing already useable items in order to 

preserve the trousseau as a hand-made, personal, and biographical object that taught an 

engaged girl important lessons about becoming a wife. What appears at first as a difference in a 

material process is recast and revalued as an ideological struggle between emerging and 

encroaching capitalist imperatives to consume, and traditional beliefs in the value of hard work 

and crafts(wo)manship. 

The initial reaction to the availability of mass-produced domestic products, including 

those found in the trousseau, was ironically more attention to the importance of the hand-made 

craft. As Thad Logan explains, “[o]ne might think that the traditional feminine handcrafts 

were bound to be neglected when finished consumer goods of all kinds were so readily 

available. This was, however, rather spectacularly not the case: all kinds of handicrafts 

flourished during this period, to an extent not seen before or since” (Logan 163). Logan goes on 

to argue that this surge in handicrafts in the 1860s was a reaction to the encroachment of mass-

produced goods and by extension manufacturing and market-based values into the home. She 

writes “a changing relation between people and things in the general economy seems to have 

generated a desire on the part of middle-class householders to be surrounded by handmade 

objects within the home” (Logan 164). The pushback by Victorians to ready-made objects 

seems to have, at least for a time, led to a flourishing of crafting and fancy work. It is possible, 

as Talia Schaffer argues, that mass production actually made it easier and more enjoyable for 

women to participate in handicrafts: she writes “what had been previously been the humdrum 

mode of generating everyday objects now became recoded as a middle-class women's leisure 

skill of creating luxury ornaments” (Schaffer 6).  

This is also true of the trousseau: if items were bought ready-made, the woman could 

spend her time embellishing and personalizing the items rather than on more utilitarian work 
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such as construction and plain-sewing. As anthropologist Agnès Fine explains “[industrial 

linen] brought a sudden end to the long involvement of girls with the working of their own 

linen. […] Because of the length of time it took, embroidery then spread, thus renewing the 

girls’ traditional link with their trousseau” (Fine 130-131).  This account is confirmed by 

contemporary critic Mary Roberts Coolidge who writes in her 1912 account of the trousseau 

that “as manufactured items supplanted home-made articles, the bride devoted more and more 

attention to her personal trousseau” (Coolidge 25). The enduring importance of the trousseau, 

even after its practical purpose could be quickly and easily accomplished with ready-made 

goods, attests to its value being not merely utilitarian, but highly symbolic and psychological. 

Even though ornamentation was by definition not necessary for the stated purpose of the 

trousseau—to provide a girl with the things she will need in her husband’s household—it 

emerges as a much more important part of the trousseau and of the trousseau-making process. 

The importance of having the trousseau linen worked by the hand of the engaged girl, 

through either the traditional weaving and making of fabrics and construction of household 

items, or the embellishing and embroidering of ready-made cloth, sheds new light on the true 

meaning of the trousseau for the Victorians.  Sewing and embroidering involved the physical 

labor of the woman, and thus were evidence of her time, energy, and ability to be meticulous 

even when given mundane tasks such as embroidering white thread on white cloth (a classic 

color combination for trousseau linen). Thus the trousseau becomes evidence of a woman’s 

industry and diligence, two capabilities that are vital to any Victorian marriage, where women 

took on the larger part of domestic management of the home. The labor of the trousseau, made 

obsolete in practical terms because of mass production, was the symbolic re-making of the girl 

into the angel in the house. As Schaffer explains “in describing women's production of craft 

items, writers tend to rely on terms like industry, exertion, and usefulness. These terms adapt 
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the vocabulary of the mainstream industrial economy, but they also inscribe a profound 

difference. The difference is that the women who produce handicraft do so, not to make 

commodities, but to make themselves” (Schaffer 45).  

Sarah Stickney Ellis, one of the writers to whom Schaffer is referring, argues forcefully 

for women doing work with their hands, even if the work is somewhat useless in a practical 

sense in her book The Women of England (1839):  

Time was when the women of England were accustomed, almost from their 

childhood, to the constant employment of their hands. It might be sometimes in 

elaborate works of fancy, now ridiculed for their want of taste, and still more 

frequently in household avocations, now fallen into disuse from their 

incompatibility with modern refinement. I cannot speak with unqualified praise 

of all the objects on which they bestowed their attention, but, if it were possible, 

I would write in characters of gold the indisputable fact, that the habits of 

industry and personal exertion thus acquired, gave them a strength and dignity 

of character, a power of usefulness, and a capability of doing good, which the 

higher theories of modern education fail to impart. (Ellis 18) 

 As girls on the verge of womanhood, brides-to-be needed to make themselves into women who 

could do the drudge work of the household and feel a sense of accomplishment and fulfillment. 

Ellis is explicit in connecting the work of hand-sewing and crafting to the potential and some 

might argue probable hardships of Victorian marriage. She writes “few women whose hands 

have been idle all their lives, can feel themselves compelled to do the necessary labour of a 

household, without a feeling of indescribable hardship, too frequently productive of a secret 

murmuring against the instrumentality by which she was reduced to such a lot” (20).  
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To successfully complete the work required to make a trousseau, girls were putting 

themselves in the correct state of mind and relationship to household work. The value of the 

trousseau was not the stockpiling of elaborately tucked and trimmed undergarments, but the 

process of sitting down, bending over intricate and detailed work, and completing the task 

without complaint or a sense of degradation. That this same transformation could not be 

brought about by consumption and purchase is underlined in one of Ellis’s characteristically 

striking formulations: “It is easy to learn to enjoy, but it is not easy to learn to suffer” (20). 

The difference in material strategies for the trousseau is brought home by Trollope’s 

depiction of two sisters competing for one man and by extension one trousseau in He Knew He 

Was Right (1869). Although Camilla and Arabella French both vie for the attentions of the 

Reverend Thomas Gibson, only one sister can prevail in her desire to be his wife. As his 

intentions shift from Arabella to Camilla, a contrast is developed between the behavior of the 

two marriageable girls and how they approach engagement, marriage, and, most importantly to 

our purposes, the trousseau. Camilla becomes engaged to Mr. Gibson in a rather ruthless coup 

d’état after it seemed that Arabella, the elder sister, was to be chosen: “Camilla argued that as 

her sister's chance was gone, and as the prize had come in her own way, there was no good 

reason why it should be lost to the family altogether” (He Knew He Was Right 471). Camilla’s 

ability to secure the “prize” of a betrothal, however, does not indicate a corresponding ability to 

become a wife and mother, which is the true purpose of an engagement. Her concerns, as the 

term “prize” might suggest, are almost completely material, as she begins to acquire the items 

for her trousseau. Camilla, the second daughter of an impoverished widow, is the at this point 

third choice of wife for a provincial clergyman but spends as if she is an heiress marrying an 

English peer. Trollope describes how she “she drew with great audacity on the somewhat 

slender means of the family for the amount of feminine gear necessary to enable her to go into 
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Mr. Gibson's house with something of the éclat of a well-provided bride” (HKHWR 612). She 

cannot fully appreciate the role for which she has been chosen, the wife of a man of modest 

means, nor can she understand the cost of her mistaken sense of entitlement. Her focus on 

shopping and pleasure she derives from “seeing the pleasant draperies and handling the real 

linens and admiring the fine cambrics spread out before them on the shop counters by 

obsequious attendants” (HKHWR 613) overshadows the very real concerns both her fiancé and 

her mother have about her spending and also distracts her from the real work of the 

engagement, which should be making herself into a capable domestic manager and modest wife. 

Her trousseau preparations seem to do the exact opposite: they make her overeager to consume 

and obstinate when it comes to what is due to her. Trollope writes “[w]hen Mrs. French 

hesitated, and then expostulated, Camilla replied that she did not expect to be married above 

once, and that in no cheaper or more productive way than this could her mother allow her to 

consume her share of the family resources” (HKHWR 612). Camilla’s impertinence and bad 

behavior is not limited to her mother. Mr. Gibson, finally compelled to ask her to quell her 

spending, is told by his bride-to-be to “mind his own business” and that Camilla is not “disposed 

to submit to any control in such matters from [Gibson] till he had assumed his legal right to it 

by standing with her before the altar” (HKHWR 692). Thus Camilla’s “vast arrangement which 

she called the preparation of her trousseau, but which both Mrs. French and Bella regarded as a 

spoliation of the domestic nest, for the proud purposes of one of the younger birds” (HKHWR 

692) not only puts her mother’s finances in danger, but also makes her look more and more 

unsuitable in the eyes of her fiancé. Ultimately and unsurprisingly Camilla’s marriage never 

comes off—the trousseau, instead of performing the work of transforming her from girl to 

woman and from bride to wife, has revealed Camilla as an overly materialistic and self-absorbed 

person, completely unprepared and unsuited for the task for which she has been chosen. 
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Although Camilla fails to properly transition into her role as wife via the trousseau, her 

sister Arabella is able to use the symbolic work of the trousseau to her advantage. Camilla 

“exacted from the unfortunate Arabella an amount of work equal to her own, of thankless work, 

as is the custom of embryo brides with their unmarried sisters” (HKHWR 612). The work 

Camilla is doing is of course actually the largely-pleasurable pursuit of shopping. The thankless 

work assigned to Arabella is the difficult, painstaking work of making and marking the linens: 

work which Trollope portrays as the truly valuable work of the trousseau process. While 

Camilla shops and spends extravagantly, we are told, Arabella “worked diligently with her 

needle, and folded and unfolded as she was desired, and became as it were quite a younger sister 

in the house” (HKHWR 613). The work Trollope is referring to in this passage is the marking 

of the linens and undergarments of the trousseau with the bride’s maiden initials, a practice that 

originated as a practical measure for identification in communal laundries, but became a highly 

symbolic practice that allowed the girl to create a sense of personal property and ownership 

over both her household things and herself.  Wynne, describing the purposes of embroidering 

names into fabric, emphasizes how a maiden name or initials on trousseau cloth “represents an 

identity of herself as a property owner, reminding her of the period before marriage when she 

legally owned her things” (Wynne 102). Because the trousseau was one of the few things a girl 

would ever be able to buy and consider (rightly or wrongly) her personal property, the marking 

of the trousseau shows how women used this aspect of material culture as a repository of pre-

marital value and identity at the same time it was functioning as a tool of re-making and 

transformation. A marked item becomes a personal or biographical memorial, while the 

marking process itself teaches the kind of patience and diligence the woman will need to bring 

into her new role as wife and mother.  
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Trollope, sensitive to the ideological and emotional weight of this practice, is one of the 

few Victorian authors who fully explores the implications of the marking process. In He Knew 

He Was Right, it is Arabella who marks the linens for her sister’s trousseau, and this labor 

teaches her to be dutiful and diligent—qualities that recommend her to Mr. Gibson as being 

much more desirable in his future wife than Camilla’s unchecked spending and hoarding of 

material goods. When Mr. Gibson transfers his marriage proposal from Camilla to Arabella, 

the product of Arabella’s labor, the trousseau, is transferred as well. It is at this point in the 

text that Trollope displays his masterful understanding of how material culture can both be 

used to a woman’s advantage and cause her downfall; after Camilla’s engagement is cancelled 

she is forced to “pick out the marks” (HKHWR 772) that signaled her ownership of the 

trousseau. In this way, she is obliterating not only her future identity as Mrs. Gibson, but also 

symbolically destroying the value she had as a marriageable woman. Only a woman who is 

going to be married has value, and only a woman who has value can enshrine and mark that 

value with a trousseau. She loses the rights to her property that were conditional upon her 

marriage, and Arabella gains those same rights and indeed the exact same property when she 

becomes the fourth and final choice for Mr. Gibson’s bride. Trollope notes how “Bella 

commenced her modest preparations without any of the éclat which had attended Camilla's 

operations, but she felt more certainty of ultimate success than had ever fallen to Camilla's lot” 

(HKHWR 783).  She only has to change one of the letters marked on the trousseau, a tragi-

comic detail that fully brings to bear the importance of the trousseau and marking to a woman’s 

identity and relationship to material culture. 

Trollope’s depiction of the trousseau and the women who make and mark them is 

ultimately a condemnation of the commodity culture that provides a sense of worth only 

through the consumption of material goods. Although Trollope is certainly fascinated by the 
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process and enjoys describing the goods in detail, none of the women whom he depicts as 

making a trousseau is truly realizing her worth as an individual or a human being. Although 

Griselda Grantly’s marriage is successful, there is no indication of affection or fulfilment in her 

relationship with Lord Dumbello. Lucinda Roanoke and Camilla French are probably as 

unsuitable for married life as they are unequal to the task of preparing for it. Arabella French 

finally gets her trousseau and makes her mark, but only after she has been so devalued and 

defeated that she has been forced to make and mark her sister’s trousseau when she had no hope 

of ever having one of her own. The use of the trousseau to both memorialize and create 

identities not only is an ultimately futile endeavour but also harms the women who practice it. 

In He Knew He Was Right, The Eustace Diamonds, and even Framley Parsonage there is a moment 

when the marriage is in doubt and the bride or her family not only is responsible for the 

expense of the goods acquired for the trousseau, but also must face the psychological loss of the 

personhood that the trousseau had come to represent. Picking out the marks is certainly one of 

the most violent blows to a woman’s sense of self-worth and identity, and Trollope’s 

attentiveness to and repetition of this detail in his novels reveal his distrust and rejection of the 

ability of material culture and commodified goods to grant women the kind of value and agency 

that they so desperately seek and deserve.  

Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s depiction of the trousseau in Vixen is less sensitive, and more 

damning to the woman who cares more about objects than about human relationships. Pamela’s 

death at the end of the novel is basically attributable to the failure of her trousseau to 

compensate for a bad marriage that alienates her from her daughter. Braddon suggests that 

women will choose to marry even bad men if it means it will get them access to material 

objects, and they will replace human relationships with commodities. And objects ultimately 

fail to replace human relationships because are not the stable property they seem to be, 
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especially for women. Like the trousseaux in Trollope’s oeuvre, the objects that Pamela 

purchases to express her value are not truly hers; when the bill comes due and her husband 

reveals his true nature, Pamela is devastated, losing her will to live long enough to plan Vixen’s 

trousseau. 

* 

 As the century progressed, women’s relationship to objects changed and evolved in 

important ways. The passage of the Married Women’s Property Act in 1882 resolved some, but 

not all, of the legal challenges to women controlling their own property after marriage. But, as 

both Cranford and depictions of the trousseau reveal, one of the major barriers to women 

expressing themselves and their value through the imbued value of objects was their lack of 

financial independence. Gaskell, Trollope, and Braddon are understandably sceptical of any 

register of value being liberatory for women when it came with a high cost and participated in a 

consumer market that was looking out for its own interest. Trading the marriage market for 

yet another market was not necessarily a good trade, and authors recognized how difficult it 

was for women to operate in any market without a firm footing in the public sphere that came 

with a self-supporting income. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Women as Labor 

 

Around mid-century, middle-class Victorian women deployed strategies such as 

marriage and material culture to claim and secure their value as traditional ways of measuring 

human worth such as personal wealth, education, rank, and employment were largely denied to 

them because of their gender. Attempts to realize value through marriage or objects still by and 

large confined women to the domestic and affective realm, making them reliant on outside 

sources (usually male family members) to support them financially. For the spinsters at 

Littlebath and Cranford, for example, their lifestyle is maintained by inheritances and 

allowances, which often come with requirements and restrictions on how the women live their 

lives. Trousseaux for middle-class girls are purchased by their families, and could never be 

obtained of the quality or on the scale described by the girl herself. Indeed, as we have seen, 

much of the tension in female ownership of objects comes from the difficulty in obtaining the 

desired items when financial resources are limited or withdrawn. These strategies attempted to 

work around women’s limited access to the public sphere, but ultimately failed to offer women 

meaningful options for gaining power and autonomy. 

By the end of the century, however, these dynamics were changing, as both educational 

and employment opportunities became available to women, principally through the social and 

political changes wrought by the Woman Question. The opportunity to work and to be valued 

for one’s labor was a revolutionary development for Victorian women; so much so, that the 

women who participated in the new possibilities presented by this development, both in reality 

and in fiction, were named New Women because they were unlike any type of women or 

heroines previously seen. Although the New Woman had several distinctive characteristics, one 
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of the features of her “newness” was her demand to be valued for her ability as an artist or a 

self-supporting worker. The New Woman cultivated her talents and capabilities and pressed 

for recognition of her work outside the domestic sphere and apart from the marriage value 

system. The New Woman posited labor value as a potentially gender-neutral register she could 

harness to realize her full potential and autonomy in late Victorian society. 

The New Woman found herself hampered by both old and new foes in her attempt to 

attain a full recognition of her value through labor. Novelists who explored the possibilities of 

the new value system often stressed its inaccessibility to women in a society still dominated by 

traditional ideas and structures. The heroines who do attempt to forge a new path find 

themselves discouraged, outcast, and often ultimately overcome by conservative forces that still 

enforce the paradigm of female value as use-value to men through marriage, domestic service, 

and primogeniture, and view women who work or live independently as essentially worthless, 

other, and odd. Moreover, relying on recognition of talents and abilities is not and was not then 

an unproblematic value system, and for Victorian women especially it more often than not 

ended in exploitation and privation. In other words, even if work was an expression of self-

worth, the necessity of finding a market for that work undermined the relationship between the 

woman and the value she created. Women who do find places in the workforce are often 

overworked and underpaid, and forced into positions that are barely—and sometimes not 

quite—livable. These women are especially vulnerable because of their isolation from 

traditional society, making the exploitation of workers common in capitalism and depictions of 

late Victorian work even more precarious for these New Women laborers, and the possibility of 

realizing any kind of personal value or worth even more unlikely. 

There are several historically important reasons why labor became the chosen register 

upon which women attempted to gain full acknowledgement of their value as human beings and 
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members of society at the end of the century. Both economic and cultural factors were at play 

creating ostensibly favorable conditions for the recognition of female labor value, which I define 

and use in this chapter as the value a woman holds by virtue of her ability to perform labor.17 

Three of these factors stand out as particularly important to the narrative of value in Victorian 

culture: Victorian valorization of self-help and liberal individualism, the rise in female 

education, and economic and demographic factors that compelled a growing number of women 

to financially support themselves and others. These factors suggested to women and to authors 

writing about women’s issues that labor value could offer an alternative to the failed marriage 

market value system, allowing women to escape the domestic sphere and possibly achieve 

equality with men in a profession of their choice. 

Work held a privileged place in Victorian society, because it represented both a moral 

responsibility and an expression of individual ability. Aptly encapsulated by Samuel Smiles’ 

1859 Self-Help, a collection of biographies of prominent personages meant to serve as examples 

of how hard work can lead to both personal success and human innovation, the Victorian 

conception of labor largely focused on individual effort, perseverance, and success as evidence of 

personal virtue and genius. Thus, Victorian discussion of work in literature and culture often 

framed practicing an occupation as an opportunity to cultivate a person’s best personal 

qualities. The concept of individualism, of course, made this emphasis on personal cultivation 

and definition especially important to Victorians, who increasingly placed importance and even 

moral imperatives on having a sense of identity and a desire for individual achievement.  

                                                      
17 In using this term, I am invoking the some of the resonances of the term as Marx used it but not his exact 
meaning. 
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Though Smiles’ book offered few examples of successful women who had risen based on 

their efforts,18 women seized on the model of labor value as potentially gender-neutral and 

liberatory. As Sheila Rowbotham writes “[w]ork promised a sense of self-worth as a human 

being which transcended gender; it represented a means of securing a new identity as an 

individual” (173); also “[w]ork […] constituted a vital means of expressing one's abilities” 

(Rowbotham 192). Having been barred from this means of self-expression for so long, women 

saw the opportunity to enter the workforce at the end of the nineteenth century as their chance 

to fulfill Victorian imperatives about ambition and achievement, and, by doing so, claim their 

rights to positions of high value and esteem. 

The opportunity for women to enter the workforce in large numbers was not, however, 

solely the result of liberal ideology but instead developed out of a combination of industrial, 

economic, and demographic factors that increased the demand for labor concurrent with a large 

proportion of single women in need of employment. As Lee Holcombe describes, “England's 

rapidly expanding economy created a large and increasing demand for labour, a demand which 

better educated women could supply as well as men” (19). The problem was that the prejudice 

against women working outside the home kept many women from getting the education that 

they needed, and the work they could find was often undervalued. Harriet Martineau describes 

these dual obstacles in her article “Female Industry” for The Edinburgh Review in 1859, arguing:  

the need and supply of female industry have gone on increasing, and latterly at 

an unparalleled rate, while our ideas, our language, and our arrangements have 

not altered in corresponding degree. We go on talking as if it were still true that 

every woman is, or ought to be, supported by father, brother, or husband: we are 

                                                      
18 Only nine out of the more than 750 people chronicled in Smiles’ book are women. See Sinnema’s introduction to 
the Oxford edition, p. xxi. 
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only beginning to think of the claims of all workers,—that their work should be 

paid for by its quality, and its place in the market, irrespective of the status of the 

worker:—we  are only beginning to see that the time must come when such 

artificial depreciation must cease, under the natural laws of society. (298)  

When Martineau speaks of the “status of the worker” she is of course referring to gender, and 

arguing that labor value should be gender neutral. She also made suggestions as to what should 

be done to bring more women into the workplace under better conditions. She writes “[o]ld 

obstructions must be removed; and the aim must be set before us, as a nation as well as in 

private life, to provide for the free development and full use of the powers of every member of 

the community. In other words, we must improve and extend education to the utmost; and then 

open a fair field to the powers and energies we have educed” (336). Much like the argument 

explored above, Martineau emphasizes allowing everyone the free and full use of their potential 

and abilities but underlines the importance of education and fairness of opportunity as practical 

measures to make sure these ideals are realized. She urges those in power “to open broad and 

new ways for the industrial exertions of women; or at least to take care that such as open 

naturally are not arbitrarily closed” (331), being careful to ask for opportunities for women and 

not privileges. Martineau’s article is pragmatic and persuasive, and acted as a clarion call for 

people to get involved in promoting female employment. But it was not until the 1890s that 

economic and social conditions were prime for the experiment in female labor value on the part 

of New Women authors such as George Gissing and Grant Allen.  

Victorian author George Gissing was an especially keen observer of pitfalls of 

capitalism in both genders, but in 1893 he specifically set out to explore what happens to 

women who try to realize their value on the labor market and makes a characteristically grim 

conclusion about the feasibility of success or even survival in the current system. Many of his 
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female characters are hemmed in by their lack of education and choices, unable to embrace any 

potentially liberating model of value because of the overriding strength of the traditional model 

of female value. One character, Rhoda Nunn, is a paragon of female labor value, but finds her 

position in that value system compromised by a courtship plot. Moreover, Gissing reveals 

through the deficits in Rhoda’s character that female labor value is corrupted by the capitalist 

logic of utility, only valuing women for their utility and profitability, and discarding large 

numbers of women whose only fault is being uneducated or under privileged. 

The demand to value women for what they could create also shed some strange light on 

traditional value positions. Although it would not gain major attention until the early twentieth 

century,19 the call to see motherhood as a kind of female labor and way of recognizing female 

value began in the 1890s. An eccentric off-shoot of New Women fiction where women explore 

new roles hitherto reserved for men, Grant Allen’s infamous The Woman Who Did depicts a 

woman embracing the traditional and celebrated maternal role on new, and potentially 

liberatory, terms. Allen envisions maternity as a process where the child is the expression of 

the woman’s maternal capability and therefore an expression of her individuality and self-worth 

instead of part of the marriage value system whereby the child is the property of the marriage, 

or, more specifically, the husband and therefore imbricated in the injustices of that value 

system. Because the woman can produce a child, a valuable being, she herself is valuable, and 

should express her value by becoming a mother irrespective of her marital status. 

 

PART ONE: The Odd Women 

The odds are not very good for the women in George Gissing’s 1893 novel The Odd 

Women. Within the first few chapters of the novel, three of the six Madden sisters die. By the 

                                                      
19 See Rowbotham, 116-119. 
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end of the novel, one of these sisters dies in childbirth, and one is being rehabilitated for 

alcoholism. If the odds of getting married are slim (the title of course refers to the “half a 

million” women who, because of the gender ratio in Great Britain, could not heterosexually pair 

with a man), the chances these women have of thriving or indeed surviving appear slimmer. 

Although an advocate of these so-called odd women, Rhoda Nunn resigns most of them to what 

she calls “the profitless average”: women either too uneducated or too conventional to serve her 

revolutionary purposes. Monica Madden escapes being part of the percentage of women who 

remain unmarried only to make up this “average” and ultimately the percentage of women who 

die in childbirth.20 Statistically, the women in the novel seem doomed no matter what decision 

they make about work and marriage. It is exactly this type of cold calculation about human 

lives that undermines the possibility of any woman in the novel realizing her value as an 

individual; she represents a mere number both in terms of her marital status and in terms of her 

status as a worker. 

When Henry Mayhew published London Labour and the London Poor in 1851, he 

categorized his subject according to those who will work, those who can’t work, and those who 

won’t work. Similarly, in The Odd Women we deal with three groups or types of women: those 

who marry (Monica Madden), those who cannot (Alice and Virginia Madden), and those who 

will not (Rhoda Nunn and Mary Barfoot). Just as Mayhew’s categories cast moral judgements 

on group members, Gissing’s women’s relative “oddness” seems to descend to order from 

conventional to revolutionary. What Gissing actually does by placing these women together, 

under the heading of “odd women,” however, is highlight how all of these women, regardless of 

marital status, must fight against odds that are so clearly stacked against them. Much of the 

                                                      
20 At this time somewhere between 50 and 60 per 1000 births. 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1633559/ 
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drama in the novel comes from contemplated changes to these groups, and the conclusion of 

the novel is the realization, finally, that no group can truly attain independence and realize her 

value in the world in which she lives. 

The first part of this section will discuss how the death of the father at the beginning of 

the novel shapes the narrative into a discussion of time and the comparison of new and old 

models of value. The separation of the Madden daughters into two distinct generational 

groups, and the examination of those groups’ fates, shows us Gissing’s understanding of the 

failure of the traditional models of value, but also hints at his pessimism about newly available 

models. I will then discuss the youngest daughter, Monica, in some detail, as her story 

combines both old and new models of value to show how persistent attitudes about gender 

roles and misunderstandings about the value of female labor make it impossible for women like 

Monica to choose between value systems. Finally, I will discuss Rhoda Nunn’s attitudes 

towards work and love, and how they betray the deeply flawed logic at work in both. Rhoda is 

callous and calculating towards the women she employs, embracing the capitalist ideal and 

valuing other women only according to their utility to her cause. Her thinking exposes the 

problem with female labor value as a potentially liberating system for women. Moreover, her 

feelings about her own value are tested by her courtship with Everard Barfoot. Ultimately 

Gissing’s novel is pessimistic that labor offers women any real chance at liberation and 

fundamentally undermines the idea that new generations of women in future times will be 

much more successful than these odd women. 

 

I.  

The novel opens on Dr. Madden taking stock of his family and his career and beginning 

to consider the value of the life he has created. Dr. Madden evaluates his daughters along 
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traditional formulations—that is, their ability to cater to men either as wives or as caretakers of 

their elderly father. He muses “what a delightful old-age his would be, when some were married 

and had children of their own, and the others tended him, they whom he had tended” (34). He 

also speculates on which of his daughters are most marriageable (Virginia, Gertrude, and even 

Monica, who at this point is only five years old). He does not seem overly concerned at this 

moment with the potentially “odd” daughters, seeing them as potential helpmeets and not as 

dangerous or lamentable aberrations. This makes sense, given the model of value within which 

Dr. Madden very comfortably operates: that women are only valuable insofar as they have use-

value to men and thus have no other function. Dr. Madden’s traditional views about women are 

the same as those examined and rejected by Trollope in his Littlebath novels I discuss in 

Chapter One. As daughters of the traditional patriarch, the Madden daughters seem likely to 

fall into the marriage value network schematic of the previous generation. 

This makes Dr. Madden’s death at the beginning of the novel an opening of sorts for the 

Madden daughters to potentially escape the paternalistic, patriarchal, and traditional view of 

female value that Dr. Madden espouses. Like the death of the father at the beginning of most 

New Women novels, however, its suddenness also introduces the idea of timeliness of value 

models into the novel—is it too soon or too late for the Madden sisters to be thrust upon the 

world and the potential of new womanhood? How prepared are these women for a new value 

system, and is this value system any better than the one prepared for them by their father? 

To show the effect of timeliness or generational barriers on realizing new models of 

value, Gissing presents us with six sisters of varying ages and varying imbrication in the 

traditional value system. Two groups emerge—the three elder daughters who are already 

basically grown up by the time of their father’s death, and the three younger daughters whose 

rearing and education is undertaken by guardians appointed by Dr. Madden’s will. Because the 
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older daughters align more closely with value systems discussed in previous chapters, I will 

discuss them first at less length and then address the younger generation. 

The major barrier to Dr. Madden’s daughters entering into the value register he 

intended them for is, somewhat ironically, Dr. Madden himself, and his poor management of his 

money. He had not yet begun to plan for his financial future, much less those of his daughters. 

As the novel begins he decides he needs a life insurance policy, but he of course takes no action 

before the fatal moment only hours later. Without financial settlements, the Madden girls have 

dim prospects for finding a husband. Furthermore, with a scanty inheritance to live on and no 

access to a family home on which to build a community of care and traditional values à la 

Cranford, the Madden daughters are financially much worse off than any of the spinsters we 

have encountered in the previous chapters, making the issue of their value not only one of 

personal identity and worth, but also of labor and survival. 

 Dr. Madden raises his daughters to have no skills whatsoever for “it never occurred to 

[him] that his daughters would do well to study with a professional object” (33) so the eldest 

girls must take positions that require no training. Alice and Virginia, the two eldest, take 

recognizably traditional and genteel positions as a nursery-governess and companion, 

respectively. A slightly younger sister, Gertrude, does venture into trade, but must accept only 

room and board and no wages for her work at a fancy-goods shop. The three elder sisters still 

have few options at this moment in time (the year is 1872) and even fewer options given their 

traditional and sheltered upbringing. In their respectable, if not advantageous, positions, Alice 

and Virginia could possibly still hope to participate in the marriage market. Gertrude, who is 

not lucky enough to secure a genteel position, does not participate in the marriage value 

network and realizes none of the value she produces for her employers except insofar as she is 
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able to stay fed, clothed, and housed—in other words, able to continue to exist. And even that 

is not guaranteed.  

Unlike Trollope’s and Gaskell’s spinsters, whose communities offer at least some 

stability of value position, Gissing’s odd women have to fight to retain any value that they have 

in a severely eroded community that is increasingly reliant on market logic rather than the 

paternalism and tradition that buoyed the Cranford and Littlebath spinsters. Although Alice 

and Virginia obtain genteel occupations, they are working for strangers who can and will 

dismiss them as soon as they no longer find them useful. We learn that Alice and Virginia have 

taken (and lost) several positions in the years since their father’s death, moving to various parts 

of England in pursuit of employment. Because value depends largely on recognition and 

affirmation, it is important to find or develop a community and position that can provide a 

stable sense of worth and, just as importantly, a stable source of livelihood. It is impossible for 

Alice and Virginia to do this if they are moving from household to household, isolated not only 

from their family but probably from the larger communities they inhabit by their duties within 

the domestic sphere. As Arlene Young points out, female domestic workers “would be confined 

to a domestic sphere that was not even her own, allowing her virtually no control over her life 

and environment” (122-23). What’s more, with each position Alice and Virginia become less 

valuable on the employment market: not only are their minds and bodies less robust and 

healthy as they age, but they also lack the requirements that employers increasingly expect 

them to have. As Alice explains: “there is so little choice for people like myself. Certificates, and 

even degrees, are asked for on every hand. With nothing but references to past employers, what 

can one expect? I know it will end in my taking a place without salary” (43). Neither Alice nor 

Virginia has applied herself to obtaining any training or education since her father’s death. 

Virginia spent her free time and possibly ruined her health pursuing study that “she never 
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supposed […] would increase her value as a ‘companion’ or allow her to take any better 

position” (42). Without familial or communal ties, employers are not obliged to value Alice and 

Virginia at any more than the going rate of their (minimal) achievements and qualifications, 

and as a result they might in the end, despite their position in the genteel economy, be no 

better off than Gertrude: fortunate to have food and a place to stay. 

Although these elder sisters seem to be fitting into the generational and traditional 

mode of value of Trollope and Gaskell’s spinsters, what Gissing reveals is that their struggle is 

not only that being in a devalued position destroys their sense of identity and self-worth and 

limits the possibility of community but that being in a devalued position can actually be 

detrimental to your health and existence. Gertrude dies of consumption within ten years of her 

father’s death, a circumstance easily blamed on her near-slavery conditions. Virginia and Alice 

both suffer from ill health due to mistreatment, overwork, poor diet, and inadequate living 

conditions. If their financial arrangement fails, they do not have the option of opening a tea 

shop subsidized by the charity of a loving community; instead, Alice and Virginia are haunted 

by the possibility of the workhouse (44). These older models of female value didn’t work for the 

previous generation of spinsters, and they are failing in even more dramatic ways for Gissing’s 

spinsters as the community and especially the myth of patriarchal protection and competence 

upon which it depended are undermined and eroded.  

The younger Madden sisters are raised and educated without Dr. Madden’s traditional 

ideas about female value, and thus can potentially take advantage of the new employment 

opportunities available to women in the last two decades of the nineteenth century and access a 

new form of female value selling their labor on the marketplace. Yet traditional barriers to the 

success of these new models persist, as the girls’ educations are undertaken in a haphazard way 

that is overly reliant on ideas of middle-class respectability and the ultimate goal of entering 
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the marriage market. Furthermore, the newly accessible labor market may be just as or more 

exploitative and flawed as previous models of value, requiring women to sacrifice their physical 

and mental wellbeing without a standard of living or any security of position. 

Gissing writes very little about the upbringing of the three younger Madden daughters, 

but what he does tell us is revealing. He reports that after their guardians find a woman who 

will keep them for the “bare outlay necessitated” and that “prudent investment […] might, by 

this arrangement, feed, clothe, and in some sort educate Martha, Isabel, and Monica” (40). 

Questions arise immediately in the reader’s mind about what “sort” of education the girls can 

get from this “prudent investment,” which has just been described as the least amount at which 

such services could be obtained. Gissing quickly confirms the reader’s suspicions about the 

children’s care when he reports that one of the girls has died in the ten years since she has been 

in the care of guardians. Her death “drowned by the over-turning of a pleasure-boat” (40) 

provides some important clues about how the younger Madden daughters were being brought 

up. Although the reference is perhaps partly topical (the infamous sinking of the Thames 

pleasure boat the SS Princess Alice was in 1878), it also suggests that the girls have not had the 

best supervision and their time has been spent on leisure pursuits rather than educational or 

occupational ones. Without delving further into the history of pleasure boating—which would 

be difficult anyway because Gissing never specifies the size or kind of boat Martha drowns in—

it is possible to glean from her accidental death at least the impression that despite their 

poverty and the real necessity of this generation of Madden girls being brought up to a useful 

occupation, they seem to be living the same kind of beyond-their-means middle class life that 

the elder sisters did while Dr. Madden was still alive. 

One daughter who seems to be on the right historical path to becoming a productive 

member of the workforce is Isabel, who actually trains for and finds employment in a Board 
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School. Unlike Alice, who must find private employment teaching very young children in their 

home, Isabel would have passed an examination to become a teacher in a Board School and 

therefore would have qualifications that assure her at least some amount of job security as long 

as she can continue to work. Furthermore, the demand for teachers at Board Schools and the 

wages were both high at this point in the nineteenth century (Mitchell 176), suggesting that 

Isabel’s choice to become a teacher was both prudent and even strategic, something none of her 

elder sisters seem capable of making either because of their circumstances or because of their 

mental acuity. 

Yet Isabel’s fate, though not dwelt upon at length in the novel, foreshadows the 

potential failures and dangers of women finding value in the work place. Although she may 

have been making a living wage in a secure position, Gissing describes how “Isabel was soon 

worked into illness” (41). Because her value is entirely contingent upon her output as worker, 

Isabel labors to the point of a physical and eventually mental breakdown: “[b]rain trouble came 

on, resulting in melancholia” (41). Having no family or community to care for her if she cannot 

work, she is “received” by a “charitable institution” (41). What help she receives there is unclear 

but the result speaks for itself. Gissing writes “there, at two-and-twenty, the poor hard-featured 

girl drowned herself in a bath” (41). This is all Gissing relates of Isabel’s life and death. Her 

part in the story is brief and lacks detail, but her suicide impacts the path of the surviving sister 

of the younger generation, Monica, and Gissing’s depiction of Isabel has larger implications for 

the novel as a whole that are often completely overlooked because of its brevity. 

I believe that Isabel’s death is significant because she is the first Madden sister to fully 

commit to the labor model of value. Because she has no marriage prospects (her plain 

appearance is remarked upon by her father, sisters, and the narrator several times) and some 

education, Isabel does not even attempt to enter the marriage value network as a potential wife 
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or genteel companion. Instead, she enters a profession and seeks to set her value in terms of her 

labor and ability to perform her job. This is a relatively new opportunity for a woman to whom 

Gissing attributes no special abilities; in other words, it is an opportunity that seems available 

to average women. Her particular choice of profession—teaching in a Board School—is another 

mark of the timeliness of this opportunity as these schools had been established by the 

Elementary Education Acts of 1870 and 1880. Her tragic end is the first indication that Gissing 

has doubts about this new opportunity for women to find and express their value. Gissing 

doesn’t focus on Isabel’s fate, however, perhaps because there is no real drama and more than a 

bit of fatalism in Isabel’s story; she didn’t have a choice of another model of value anyway, so 

there is no real point to argue which would have been better for her. Instead, Gissing focuses 

his narrative on the youngest and most attractive Madden daughter, Monica, whose guardians 

raised her, in Rhoda’s words, to be “half a lady and half a shop-girl” (126-127) and whose 

experience of value registers is, accordingly more ambivalent and dynamic. 

The death of the patriarch without the existence of an extended family or traditional 

community support system dramatically raises the stakes for both the older and younger 

Madden daughters. By the end of the first sixteen years Gissing writes that “their numbers had 

thus been reduced by half” in an almost Darwinian accounting of the survival of the fittest 

members. The failures of the older Madden daughters are meant to inform and help the 

younger sisters: “Alice and Virginia sighed over the contrast with by-gone hopes, but their own 

careers made it seem probable that Monica would be better off ‘in business’ than in a more 

strictly genteel position” (41). Isabel’s death has also been instructive, making the two eldest 

sisters “afraid of having [Monica] trained for a school” (62). But Monica also had one sister, 

Gertrude, worked to death pursuing employment in trade, whose example Virginia and Alice 

seem to overlook, making it unclear which lesson in survival Monica should actually heed. The 
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reduction of the six happy and healthy Madden sisters of the first chapter to three by the 

second chapter is a sobering and somber warning that when female value and labor value are 

forced together by circumstances it is not always clear how to adapt for survival. 

 

II.  

Monica Madden’s story has all the hallmarks of New Woman fiction. Left penniless by 

the unexpected death of a financially irresponsible father, Monica must make her own way in 

world that is hostile to female wage-earners. She suffers the mental and physical hardships of 

working in trade at a draper’s shop without any real hope of future career advancement or 

alleviation of her struggle except through marriage. Marriage seems unlikely, however, because 

her work schedule leaves her little time to socialize with men who are not fellow employees 

(and therefore not financially able to marry) and also because her position in trade places her 

character and virtue in precariously close proximity to that of a prostitute, whose place of 

business is sometimes only a few feet away from Monica’s. Monica’s prospects are transformed 

first by an offer of employment from Rhoda Nunn that will end at least the physical drudgery 

of Monica’s life and finally by an offer of marriage that promises, in Monica’s estimation, 

freedom from all drudgery associated with labor and the poverty which necessitates it but also 

requires a legal, physical, and emotional bond to a man who is little more than a stranger. This 

seems to conform with the structure of most New Women novels, where the heroine must 

choose between the revolutionary, but more difficult path of using her talents and labor to gain 

independence and the traditional, but morally-corrupt route of marriage and stability through 

dependence. 

But Monica Madden does not have these choices. Over and again Gissing shows us how 

Monica’s fate is predetermined, and her decisions are determined almost entirely by 
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circumstances and constraints she neither controls nor fully understands. The drama of her 

narrative, as Gissing unfolds it, is Monica and, through her, the readers coming to an 

understanding of those constraints and a realization, finally, of how ill-prepared both Monica 

and the world are for a new form of value. Monica’s death at the end of the novel, which 

mirrors both her mother’s death in childbirth and the conventional illness of the New Woman 

from overwork and (usually) consumption shows how trapped Monica was no matter what 

value role she inhabited: even if she had a choice, Monica had no chance. 

Monica’s physical beauty leads her father, her sisters, her guardians, and Monica herself 

to consider her value in terms of marriageability rather than in terms of labor or individual 

talent/aptitude. At five years old, “little Monica” is already the “beauty of the family” (34) and 

the daughter whom her father most expects to see married. Even after the death of her father 

and the dramatic change in circumstances for the Madden daughters, everyone seems to expect 

Monica’s marriageability to remain intact and therefore base most of their decisions about her 

future on the assumption that she will be successful on the marriage market. Alice and Virginia 

repeat, mantra-like, their belief that “Monica was sure to marry. Thank Heaven she was sure to 

marry” and “[s]he must marry; of course she must marry!” (41). Wanting to spare Monica the 

hardship associated with both the genteel and paid employment experienced by the other 

sisters, Alice and Virginia place all their hopes on an outcome over which neither they nor 

Monica have any control; that is, that an eligible man will ask her to marry him. They only find 

Monica employment out of necessity (when she must support herself), all the while believing 

that “there was every likelihood that, at such a place as Weston, with her sister for occasional 

chaperon, she would ere long find herself relieved of the necessity of working for a livelihood” 

(41). The thinking reflected in this sentiment—that work is a necessity of which Monica needs 

to be relieved—structures much of her thinking about herself and about labor. 
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Their emphasis on Monica’s possible/probable future marriage in a sense abdicates 

them, Monica’s guardians, and Monica herself, from developing Monica’s talents or educating 

her for any kind of employment or trade. Instead, they encourage traits that will make her 

attractive to potential suitors and teach her, perhaps unconsciously, that her value lies in being 

pleasant and attractive, things that come naturally to her and thus require no real effort. 

Gissing writes that Monica  

had no aptitude for anything but being a pretty, cheerful, engaging girl, much 

dependent on the love and gentleness of those about her. In speech and bearing 

Monica greatly resembled her mother; that is to say, she had native elegance. 

Certainly it might be deemed a pity that such a girl could not be introduced to 

one of the higher walks of life. (41)  

Monica’s resemblance to her mother, who was described as a kind of angel of the house whose 

purpose in life was domesticity and motherhood, immediately aligns her with the traditional 

values of her parent’s generation, rather than with the New Women who eschew the domestic 

sphere and conventional gender roles. In the bit of free indirect discourse at the end of this 

passage, Gissing assumes the attitude of Monica’s guardians and sisters, showing the reader 

these characters’ attitudes about marriage—deeming it a “higher walk of life”—and work—

considering it “a pity” that Monica must support herself. Especially for a girl described as 

“dependent” on those around her, the influence of Monica’s guardians’ opinions and attitudes 

would be formative. Monica thus begins her adult life believing that she is destined for and 

perhaps even deserving of a good marriage and feeling unfairly burdened by employment for 

which she is ill-suited. As Rhoda explains later in the novel, Monica’s “guardians dealt with her 

absurdly; they made her half a lady and half a shop-girl. I don't think she'll ever be good for 

much” (126-27).  
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The problem with emphasizing Monica’s marriageability over other potential models of 

value is that she is not particularly marriageable, especially after she begins working in a trade. 

Even at the end of the nineteenth century, it was not possible to be half a shop girl and half a 

lady, because the first was by definition disqualifying for the second. One reason for this, of 

course, was the social stigma against women who worked in commerce, particularly in sales. 

The idea was that a woman who sold goods would also sell herself. Gissing does nothing to 

disprove this stereotype; he hints early on at the shop girls’ promiscuity and their employers’ 

willing disregard (53) and later shows Monica’s former co-worker Miss Eade working as a 

prostitute in a train station (298-300). Even if women were not suspected of prostitution, they 

were not entirely trusted to spend their time in ways of which a future husband would approve. 

Women who were employed had their own money and moved independently at least one day a 

week, allowing them potentially unsupervised activities that could also be considered 

unvirtuous or unwomanly. Thus Monica’s reputation is tarnished by association and suspicion 

simply by having a job even though she, as Gissing makes clear, has never participated in any 

inappropriate behavior (except perhaps learning public transport routes, a fact Edmund 

Widdowson later looks upon with some suspicion).  

Living in London, moreover, Monica has no access to the private spaces or communities 

where the “marriage market” actually takes place. We see men pursuing Monica in the streets, 

in an omnibus, and eventually in a public park, but these are not places where she can expect to 

find a suitable match. As she reflects “[m]en had followed her in the street and tried to make 

her acquaintance. […] But had she really the least chance of marrying a man whom she could 

respect—not to say love?” (58). To highlight Monica’s lack of access to the domestic sphere, 

Gissing stages a scene between Monica and her sisters where they have a family celebration in 

the streets at night steps away from a prostitute doing business. He writes:  
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It was an odd little scene on the London pavement at ten o’clock at night; so 

intimately domestic amid surroundings the very antithesis of domesticity. Only a 

few yards away, a girl to whom the pavement was a place of commerce stood 

laughing with two men; the sound of her voice hinted to Monica to advisability 

of walking as they conversed, and they moved towards Walworth Road Station. 

(88) 

For both the prostitute on the street, and for Monica, the line between the private and the 

public has become blurred with scenes of intimacy occurring in surroundings that are “the very 

antithesis of domesticity”. Monica desperately wants to escape the public and commercial 

sphere and enter the domestic sphere where she feels she belongs, but the entrance to that 

world is as elusive for a working woman like her as it is for the prostitute. 

What Gissing demonstrates through this depiction of Monica is the intransience of 

value structures and models, even when other means of evaluation may be preferable or even 

necessary. Being marriageable and by extension being desirable to men is so much a part of 

Monica’s identity that, despite her realization that her hopes for marriage are probably futile, 

she is unable to embrace the opportunity presented to her by Rhoda Nunn and Mary Barfoot, 

because it would mean taking on a new value system where what she has been taught are her 

best qualities would count for nothing. This is made clear by Monica’s response to her first 

interview with Rhoda where she contemplates that “to put herself in Miss Nunn’s hands might 

possibly result in a worse form of bondage than she suffered at the shop; she would never be 

able to please such a person, and failure, she imagined, would result in more or less 

contemptuous dismissal” (63). What troubles Monica is that her strengths—pleasing people 

through her attractive looks and behavior—are weaknesses for Rhoda, who only appreciates 

hard work. She fears failing and being dismissed, of course, but that her dismissal might be 
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done “contemptuous[ly]” would be worse as it would indicate that Rhoda considers Monica 

valueless. Thus she would have given up her chance at marriage and the realization of her 

marriageable value only to (in her mind) likely fail to realize any value in terms of her labor. It 

is therefore understandable that she feels “as though she were being urged to undertake 

something hard and repugnant” (87). This also explains why, despite taking Rhoda and Mary’s 

job offer, Monica continues to entertain, if not exactly encourage, the attentions of Edmund 

Widdowson. 

Gissing bookends Monica’s consultation with Rhoda with her two meetings with 

Edmund Widdowson, the man who is probably her last chance at marriage and the fulfillment 

of the value of role chosen for her by her father, guardians, and sisters. In Monica’s mind, he is 

in many ways her last chance at fulfilling her destiny. Gissing does this not to show Monica’s 

two choices, but instead to highlight how desperately Monica feels constrained to do the only 

thing that is comprehensible to her given her upbringing and her understanding of her value. 

Instead of opening up two possible paths (and two possible value systems), Monica’s discussion 

with Rhoda actually leaves Monica feeling her course is more determined than ever: as Gissing 

writes “her conversation with Miss Nunn has precisely the opposite effect of that which Rhoda 

doubtless intended; she felt something of the recklessness which formerly excited her wonder 

when she remarked it in the other shop-girls. She could no longer be without a male 

companion” (65).  Monica’s desperation to find a male companion and secure herself a position 

in the domestic sphere seems to negate the notion that she is being offered or could accept a 

true choice by Rhoda and Mary.  

Further casting doubt on the idea of Monica making an informed or even voluntary 

choice to marry is her suitor, Edmund Widdowson, and the one-sided terms of their courtship. 

Widdowson’s initial approach of Monica is completely improper, as she is alone in a public 
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space, yet he persists in his attentions, overcoming her initial discomfort and mistrust through 

his respectful manner. Yet there is nothing very attractive about Widdowson, either as a first 

impression or upon further acquaintance. Monica thinks him old, unattractive, and overly 

serious at first and her subsequent encounters with him convince her that he can be “precise 

and exacting” in a “stiff dry way” (91). Both Monica and probably the reader are startled and 

disturbed by Widdowson’s habit of following and watching Monica, especially late at night, a 

stalking behavior that reveals his desire to control her. Yet none of these character deficiencies 

or the seeming lack of attractive qualities seems to impede the courtship—a fact that reveals 

how little Monica’s relationship with Widdowson has to do with her personal preference or 

choice. Tellingly, Monica knows that “[a] year or two ago the image of such a man would have 

repelled her. She did not think it possible to regard him with warm feelings; yet, if he asked her 

to marry him—and that seemed likely to happen very soon—almost certainly her answer 

would be yes” (91). Here again we see Monica’s haste to enter domesticity, a haste perhaps 

brought about by her realization that the value role to which she has committed is not only 

(increasingly) unrealistic for her but also, paradoxically, her only option. 

 

III.  

In many ways, Rhoda Nunn appears to have succeeded in defining herself and her value 

through labor instead of through her marriageability or use-value to men. She is not only 

economically independent and gainfully employed, her employment is connected directly to her 

interest in revolutionary politics as she trains other women to join the workforce and support 

themselves. She is guided by purpose and will, not necessity or desperation, and sees her work 

as a life mission instead of something forced upon her by unfortunate circumstances. Her 

employment is supported by Mary Barfoot’s personal fortune, and the business is run as a 
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nonprofit for the benefit of the women who study to become typists, which frees Rhoda from 

the potential from the overwork and exploitation suffered by the other working women 

portrayed in the novel, namely doomed Madden sisters Gertrude and Isabel. Moreover, she 

completely scorns the idea of marriage both for herself and for her sex and commits herself 

entirely to a single purpose in life and, by extension, a single register of value—her work. As 

Young describes, “Rhoda is arguably the ideal New Woman, a woman whose identity is defined 

by her own status and who is socially and financially independent” (53).  

Rhoda does not function as a New Woman character in The Odd Woman. That is, her 

plot does not follow the contours of a New Woman narrative. Despite beginning the novel as 

staunch opponent of marriage and romance, Rhoda quickly becomes involved in a courtship and 

education plot that dominates her part in the novel. For this reason, it is impossible to see 

Rhoda’s value as already fixed or stable at the beginning of the novel, because it undergoes the 

process of transformation that is the courtship plot. And although Rhoda’s courtship is less 

than traditional either in its execution or result, her involvement with Everard Barfoot and its 

effect on her feelings about her value position show how the traditional female value system 

endures and inheres even in the most progressive and determined proponent of female labor 

value. Rhoda’s courtship also calls into question the capitalist logic at the heart of female labor 

value, as her education plot leads her to have greater sympathy with the other women in the 

novel whom she previously considered worthless. 

At the beginning of the novel, Rhoda seems to have completed the New Woman 

journey and successfully realized her female labor value. As she describes her journey to her 

current position, she explains how she spent a year learning “[s]horthand, book-keeping, 

[and] commercial correspondence,” and notes that “at the end of the year I was vastly 

improved in health, and felt myself worth something in the world” (50). Rhoda has adopted the 
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female labor value model for herself, feeling her worth directly linked to her ability to perform 

productive and lucrative work. She has “made up her mind to live alone and work steadily for a 

definite object” (63), that object being to show other women how to follow her own path to self-

sufficiency through vocational training and employment. Although she has no personal life, 

Rhoda’s professional success has made her an example of the new possibilities for women in the 

workplace. 

Yet Rhoda’s commitment to the cause of female labor value for both herself and other 

women has also limited her ability to sympathize with women who are, in her mind, 

unproductive. By focusing on labor value, Rhoda is also prioritizing profit and utility over 

potentially more humanistic values. She tends to treat other characters in the novel according 

to their utility to her cause, having very little time or sympathy for characters such as the elder 

Madden sisters whom she condemns because of their “uselessness” (126). She even indicates a 

willingness to see the death and suffering of more women if it would help her cause, telling 

Monica: “I wish it were harder [for women to find a job]. I wish girls fell down and died of 

hunger in the streets, instead of creeping to their garrets and the hospitals. I should like to see 

their dead bodies collected together in some open place, for the crowd to stare at” (62). Rhoda’s 

callousness, in addition to making Monica wary of following her example, is a major character 

flaw designed to show the reader the cruel logic underlying the idea of basing anyone’s value 

on their ability to perform labor. When a pupil of Rhoda and Mary’s school wants to be 

readmitted after leaving to have an affair with a married man, Rhoda refuses to give her a 

second chance and refers to her as “the profitless average” (81), a phrase that perfectly 

encapsulates the capitalist logic at the heart of Rhoda’s value system. Only women who will be 

profitable or successful are worthy, and the vast majority of women are therefore unworthy. 

This is something even Mary is uncomfortable with, and she warns Rhoda, “[i]f our friends get 
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to think of us as fanatics, all our usefulness is over. The ideal we set up must be human” (83) 

and later “You have hardened your heart with theory. Guard yourself, Rhoda! To work for 

women one must keep one's womanhood” (150). Mary’s warnings highlight the inhumanity of 

Rhoda’s adherence to female labor value as her only measure of a woman’s worth, but her 

warnings go unheeded until that adherence itself is tested by Rhoda’s courtship and education 

plot with Everard Barfoot. 

Rhoda’s courtship plot complicates her relationship with value models because it 

changes how she values herself. Before her involvement with Everard, she disdained male 

attention, but we find out that is not entirely because she did not value it, but because it was 

not offered: “[n]o man had ever made love to her; no man, to her knowledge, had ever been 

tempted to do so. […] Secretly she deemed it a hard thing never to have known the common 

triumph of her sex” (163). Rhoda understands traditional female value depends on male 

appreciation and approval, and part of her still seeks this, despite having a high sense of self-

worth in her professional life. Rhoda begins to see herself in a completely new light once she 

realizes a man desires her, perhaps even enough to propose marriage. She has “to learn herself 

anew, to form a fresh conception of her personality. She the object of a man’s passion!” (164). 

For a woman like Rhoda, seemingly so firm in her estimation of both herself and her mission, to 

be completely derailed by the discovery of male affection is startling and more than a little 

damning for her value system. Female labor value apparently has not given Rhoda a full 

realization of her value or a complete estimation of her self-worth, as she feels she needs to re-

evaluate herself after learning of Everard’s affection. She even imagines his offer of marriage 

will increase her self-esteem, suggesting that she does not get sufficient self-esteem from her 

work: “To reject a lover in so many respects desirable, whom so many women might envy her, 

would fortify her self-esteem, and enable her to go forward in the chosen path with a firmer 
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tread” (164). Her work, her female labor value, is not enough; she must also have traditional 

female value. As Deidre David comments, “[t]he feminist woman, in order to have her 

traditional identity as woman affirmed, must have a proposal of marriage, if only to reject it” 

(129). What David is suggesting by referencing “the feminist woman” is that Rhoda’s ideals are 

not strong enough to override the dominant gender ideology. In spite of her dedication to a 

new value system, Rhoda still needs the traditional value system to affirm her self-worth, 

calling into question whether female labor value is an effective model of value. 

What Rhoda learns over the course of her courtship is an appreciation not for 

traditional female value but for the importance of choices. Before her relationship with Everard, 

she feared that her lack of suitors might “[take] away from the merit of her position as the 

leader and encourager of women living independently. There might be some who said, or 

thought, that she made a virtue of necessity” (163). Remaining celibate because she has no 

choice is not as brave as choosing, out of principle, to live a life devoted to a different set of 

values; in other words, to choose female labor value is different than to have no other choice. In 

a novel that is all about the lack of choices, as we saw with Monica, the opportunity to choose 

between an advantageous marriage and her life as successful single woman is a unique one. The 

ability to determine her own destiny one way or the other gives Rhoda “a conscious dignity” 

(199) that she does not have from her work alone, and I do not think is merely the vanity of 

knowing herself desired by a man. Having choices changes Rhoda for the better, demonstrating 

that rigid value systems may be less important than giving women choices to direct the course 

of their lives. 

The most significant change that Rhoda has undergone by the end of her education plot 

and courtship is her ability to sympathize with other women. Knowing what a difference having 

choices has made in her own life, Rhoda now has much more patience and understanding for 
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women, like Monica, who have not had the same choices. At the end of the novel, when a 

pregnant Monica seeks Rhoda’s help in dealing with her estranged husband, Rhoda counsels 

Monica with a compassion she never previously showed: “[h]erself strongly moved, Rhoda had 

never spoken so impressively, had never given counsel of such earnest significance. She felt her 

power in quite a new way, without a touch of vanity, without posing or any trivial self-

consciousness. When she least expected it, an opportunity had come for exerting the moral 

influence on which she prided herself, and which she hoped to make the ennobling element of 

her life” (314). At one time, seeing Monica’s desperation and weakness would have disgusted 

Rhoda because it would have demonstrated to her Monica’s worthlessness and 

“profitless[ness]” according to Rhoda’s rigid standard. Now, Rhoda sees it as an opportunity to 

help Monica see that she, too, could have choices, if she would accept Rhoda’s support. Rhoda is 

more powerful as an advocate for women and has a greater opportunity to fulfill her purpose 

after she has rejected both a rigid definition of female labor value and the traditional female 

value offered in a marriage. Her journey is thus from a limited notion of value to an enlarged 

and sympathetic view that acknowledges the importance of choice in determining the lives and 

self-worth of women. 

 

PART TWO: The Woman Who Did 

 Monica’s pregnancy at the end of The Odd Women seemingly cuts her off from any 

chance at self-realization because it binds her more closely to her controlling husband and the 

domestic sphere. Before she learns she is expecting a child, Monica is planning to elope with 

the (probably unwilling) Bevis and start over with the knowledge she has gained from her 

experience and subsequent disillusionment with traditional marriage and domesticity. Her 

impending motherhood forces her back on her husband’s resources, although she refuses to 
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resume normal relations and cohabitation, and ends her fantasies of living with a lover or as an 

independent woman.  

For Grant Allen’s heroine Herminia Barton in his 1895 novel The Woman Who Did, 

maternity is the path to actualization, not a barrier to it. In her conversations with her lover 

Alan Merrick, Herminia espouses a view of New Womanhood that sees marriage as absolutely 

anathema to a woman’s individuality and happiness, but motherhood (and thus, controversially, 

sex) as essential to both. Her philosophy borrows the language and strategies deployed by 

those pursuing recognition of female labor value, but instead of employment in nontraditional 

occupations, Herminia’s work is in nontraditional motherhood. She argues for a kind of 

reproductive labor value, wherein women should seek fulfillment of their individual value not 

through marriage OR occupation, but instead through motherhood. Removing motherhood 

from the institution of marriage, Herminia, and, through her, Allen, links maternity to 

individuality, nature, and value, arguing that being a mother is a woman’s best and perhaps 

only way of realizing her individual worth or achieving social equality with men.  

Herminia expresses her place in the New Womanhood movement primarily through her 

objection to marriage. Unlike the women in Gissing’s novel, she has not been forced by 

necessity to try the limits of new possibilities for women, but has instead decided to test (some 

of) them out for herself. She rejects marriage in terms familiar to New Women novels and 

thinkers, referring to it as a “zenana” (58) (harem), and “the shambles” (72) (a slaughterhouse); 

she says “I know what marriage is—from what vile slavery it has sprung; on what unseen 

horrors for my sister women it is reared and buttressed; by what unholy sacrifices it is 

sustained and made possible. I know it has a history. I know its past: I know its present: and I 

can’t embrace it” (73). Herminia here repeats a well-rehearsed argument against marriage from 

the New Woman perspective of authors such as Mona Caird, Rhoda Broughton, and Sarah 
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Grand: marriage is slavery that contains unknown and unseen horrors for women who, if they 

knew what kind of barbarism it entailed, would never accept its terms.  

For Herminia the worst part of the institution of marriage is its lack of freedom and 

subsequent lack of individuality. She tells Alan “marriage itself is still an assertion of man's 

supremacy over woman. It ties her to him for life; it ignores her individuality” (74). Even after 

she has fallen in love with Alan, she still thinks marrying him would be giving up her 

independence and betraying her ideals. She says 

[s]o far as my will goes, I am yours; take me and do what you choose with me. 

That much I can yield, as every good woman should yield it, to the man she 

loves, to the man who loves her. But more than that--no. It would be treason to 

my sex. Not my life, not my future, not my individuality, not my freedom” (73-

4).  

The repetition of the term “individuality” as a value that marriage ignores or that a wife must 

surrender to her husband seems to me as something unique to Herminia’s argument against 

marriage and, thus, to Allen’s. It links with the late-nineteenth-century debate about female 

employment, what I have called female labor value, and Victorian liberalism. As Holcombe 

describes, proponents of female employment “invoked liberalism in the broadest sense of the 

word in their appeals for the rights of women as free individuals” (9). Thus by employing the 

concept of individualism, Allen connects Herminia’s New Woman rejection of marriage with 

her unique claims about female labor value and the radical possibilities of reproductive labor 

value. 

Herminia’s version of individualism is quickly distinguished by it is conditional on her 

understanding of nature and, specifically, women’s role in the natural order. To be an 

individual, according to Herminia, a woman must “naturally wish to live her whole life, to fulfill 
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her whole functions” (89). At first glance, this sounds a lot like what advocates of women’s 

employment such as Harriet Martineau argued for, when she promoted “the free development 

and full use of the powers of every member of the community” (336). But while Martineau and 

her allies used this language to expand the scope of women’s activity into any and every arena 

into which she felt capable of entering, Herminia’s uses the term “nature” to do different work. 

She continues “and that she could do only by becoming a mother, accepting the orbit for which 

nature designed her” (89). Herminia limits what counts as individuality, and therefore what 

counts as valuable for a woman: as Brooke Cameron argues “Allen views women's individualism 

as different from men's. Women, or specifically mothers, achieve individualism only after they 

willingly shoulder the burden of reproduction and thus enable the evolution of the social 

organism” (283). Because individuality is the most valuable thing to Herminia and is contingent 

on her maternity, motherhood is thus the most valuable role to which a woman should aspire. 

As Brooke describes “Herminia not only models an alternative version of the New Woman as 

maternal, but she also instructs readers that this is the only ideal and truly progressive 

expression of femininity” (294). 

The typical goal of New Womanhood, recognition of value through employment or 

work product, is therefore rejected by Herminia in favor of reproductive labor and child 

rearing. Although Herminia supports herself through teaching, it becomes clear that 

motherhood is her true vocation and the only occupation she believes women should pursue. 

When Alan asks her about her means of support, she replies that she  

[s]he has always been self-supporting […] and she would be self-supporting 

still. To her mind, that was an essential step towards the emancipation of 

women. Their friendship implied for her no change of existence, merely an 

addition to the fulness of her living. He was the complement of her being. Every 
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woman should naturally wish to live her whole life, to fulfil her whole functions; 

and that she could do only by becoming a mother, accepting the orbit for which 

nature designed her. In the end, no doubt, complete independence would be 

secured for each woman by the civilised state, or, in other words, by the whole 

body of men who do the hard work of the world, and who would collectively 

guarantee every necessary and luxury to every woman of the community 

equally. (89) 

For Herminia, the question of occupation follows directly (perhaps abruptly) into the question 

of her motherhood, and her idea that women should be spared “hard work” and provided for by 

the state in order to pursue motherhood. Employment could, according to Herminia, interfere 

with women’s true purpose. She notes: “obviously the prospective mothers of a community 

should be relieved as far as possible from the strain of earning a livelihood, should be set free to 

build up their nervous systems to the highest attainable level against the calls of maternity” 

(89). Her employment, and employment of women before the implementation of state support, 

was a necessity insofar is it kept women from marrying for financial support: “meanwhile there 

was nothing for it save that as many women as could should aim for themselves at economic 

liberty, in other words at self-support” (89). She calls this employment “wasteful” (89) because 

she sees no true value in either the work or the work product as compared to the greater work 

that women are called to---motherhood. 

Herminia believes that women only create and thus hold value when they become 

mothers and that this value—reproductive labor value—makes women equal to men in terms of 

the social body. As she describes her state maternity funding scheme further, she explains “[i]n 

that way alone could perfect liberty of choice and action be secured for women; and she held it 

just that women should so be provided for, because the mothers of the community fulfil in the 
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state as important and necessary a function as the men themselves do” (89). This is the crux of 

Herminia’s reproductive labor value argument, essentially arguing that women provide 

through their maternity the same value for society as all the labor that men provide in every 

other type of production. The value created by maternity exists completely independent of who 

a woman choses as her partner or her marital status, as Herminia makes clear when she stresses 

that “perfect liberty of choice and action be secured” for women by the state. Reproductive 

labor value, moreover, is only assigned to maternity, not to paternity; men must do the “hard 

work” to be valuable to society, while women who become mothers are seen as doing equal 

work and having equal value. 

It is important to emphasize how different reproductive labor value is from traditional 

ways of valuing maternity and motherhood. In the traditional model, the woman is a vessel for 

the husband’s value, hopefully bearing male heirs that will carry on the husband’s name and 

inherit the family property. Only legitimate children, born in wedlock, could claim this 

patrimony, which clearly descends from the father (thus “patrimony”) and not the mother, and 

cannot be created or verified without the legal presence of the father/husband. What Herminia 

imagines is a value system where the woman creates value and holds that value within herself, 

not acting simply as a vessel for the value of the husband and then the child but giving part of 

her own value (or individuality) to the child in the act of motherhood while only increasing her 

value in that process. 

The immediate difficulty for this potential value system is that it is utopian, relying on 

major changes in both state and social structures in order to function. Herminia’s philosophies 

are barely even understood or shared by her chosen lover, much less a critical mass of the 

public. She is woefully unprepared for the realities of her theories; although she believes self-

support is vital to maintain her independence, Herminia does nothing to secure her financial 
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future after she loses her teaching job when the headmistress discovers her pregnancy. Thus, 

when Alan dies unexpectedly she is left penniless and alone in a strange country just weeks 

before she is due to give birth. Later, when she returns to England, Herminia must abandon her 

principles and pretend to be a widow to obtain housing and a writing job and support her 

daughter, once again overwhelmed by the reality of her situation. Herminia’s almost immediate 

abandonment of her principles is not meant as evidence of her weakness, however, but to show 

how formidable of the forces arrayed against her are. Herminia’s struggles in the second half of 

the novel are meant to underscore how difficult the fight for the principles laid out in the first 

half of the novel will be. 

Herminia’s strategy for state support of motherhood is also a strange choice for a 

woman who espouses a desire for individual freedom. Although this portion of Herminia’s plan 

(like the plan itself) is severely undertheorized, it is not clear how state support of mother 

would not risk the kind of loss of individuality and independence for which Herminia criticizes 

marriage. Probably, Herminia imagines that placing measures of value in the public sphere, 

under the control of the State and available to all women as citizens, is better than a private 

institution like marriage. As M.J.D. Roberts explains in her history of Victorian liberal 

feminism and state intervention, she argues that women’s desire to act as maternal agents of 

the state sometimes overrode more liberal imperatives (108-09). This may be the case with 

Herminia, but Allen doesn’t seem concerned with the details of what is, after all, a very unlikely 

proposal. 

The difficulty in implementing a new value system in a hostile environment is only one 

of the problems with reproductive labor value as a system to fully recognize and realize 

women’s value. Although Herminia struggles with her life as a single mother, her true downfall 

comes when she realizes that her life’s work, her daughter Dolly, has rejected Herminia’s beliefs 
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and reverted to “her native tendencies towards the real religion of England, the united worship 

of Success and Respectability” (148), what the narrator refers to as “lower types” (144). Dolly 

embraces the traditional model of female value, seeking recognition in an advantageous 

marriage with a wealthy man. 

Herminia’s relationship with her daughter reveals the potentially vexed and estranged 

relationship between the New Woman laborer and her work product. Part of Herminia’s 

argument for reproductive labor value is the “glorious birthright” it gives to the children “born 

into this world as the deliberate result of a free union, contracted on philosophical and ethical 

principles” (90). The children are very much part of the value system; as products of the 

mother’s self-expression and therefore extensions of their value, it is important that the 

children also reflect that value appreciate it by continuing her work. When Herminia is 

pregnant, she imagines her child as “the baby predestined to regenerate humanity” and even 

hopes “oh, that it might be a girl, to take up the task she herself had failed in!” (117). Herminia 

sees her value and the value of her mission as dependent on her daughter being a direct 

descendent of the value system in which she was conceived. The problem is that Herminia has 

very little control over her creation; Herminia is not the only creator, contributing only half of 

Dolly’s parentage, and she must raise her in a world that will apply and teach its own value 

systems to Dolly. Much like an artisan who must sell her goods in an unsympathetic market, 

Herminia finds herself alienated from the product of her labor. 

Dolly chooses her father’s patrimony over her mother’s reproductive labor value. When 

she discovers the shame of her illegitimate birth, Dolly contacts her paternal grandfather in an 

attempt to gain his protection and patronage. He agrees to adopt her, smoothing the way for 

her engagement to her intended suitor. But Dolly tells her mother she will only marry once her 

mother has died, not-so-subtly hinting that she would like that to happen as soon as possible. 



145 

 

Dolly’s betrayal, in undoing what has been Herminia’s life work in choosing to bear a child out 

of her revolutionary principles and according to her theory of reproductive labor value, seals 

Herminia’s fate. She writes a suicide letter describing her willing martyrdom to her cause, and 

takes prussic acid to end her life. It is difficult to take Herminia’s martyrdom, or the narrator’s 

declaration that “from [such martyrs’] graves shall spring glorious the church of the future” 

(165) when you consider how completely she has been defeated, and her sense of value 

destroyed, by the end of the novel.  

The Woman Who Did ultimately fails to present any kind of coherent value model. Allen 

articulates, through his heroine, a completely new value model, but immediately depicts his 

heroine failing to follow her own philosophy and reveals the many pitfalls the value system 

entails for those who attempt to use it. It is somewhat perplexing to understand why Allen 

does what he does. Unlike Gissing, who is outlining the failures of an existing value system, 

critiquing a system already in place, Allen seems to be simultaneously arguing for a system to 

be put in place and exposing its fatal design flaws. 

* 

 

New Women novels often end in death of their heroines, who destroy themselves or are 

destroyed by disease when the burden of taking on a hostile world becomes too much for them 

to bear. The Odd Women and The Woman Who Did are not exceptions to this rule—in both 

novels major characters who have tried throughout the novel to find a system that fully 

recognizes their autonomy and worth as human beings are finally and fatally forced to give up: 

Monica dies in childbirth but was probably irreparably weakened by her work in trade before 

that, and Herminia chooses to end her life when her daughter betrays her last remaining hope 

of redemption for the choices she has made. Death is the ultimate destruction of value, the 
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opposite of the realization that these women and to some extent these authors set out to 

discover through female labor value or reproductive labor value, and thus represent the utter 

failure of both value systems. 

Yet each novel in its own way holds out hope that the future may bring better things. In 

The Woman Who Did, Allen ham-fistedly stages a sainthood for Herminia in his final pages, 

hoping her martyrdom will inspire others to take her positions seriously and perhaps even take 

up the cause of reproductive labor value. It is unconvincing, and contemporary reviews of the 

book did not respond positively to his obvious pandering (or, for that matter, to much of the 

rest of the book’s contents). Even so, the novel had a huge cultural impact. Reproductive labor 

value, as Allen and others imagined it, was a resonant idea for women well into the early 

twentieth century. 

Gissing ends his novel on a much more mixed, but convincing note. Rhoda is holding 

Monica’s baby in her arms, a maternal position that reflects Rhoda’s increased sympathies and 

expanded outlook on life since her courtship. Monica’s two surviving sisters have finally used 

their inheritance to improve their lives, and opened a school in their native village.  Thus 

Gissing returns his surviving characters, plus one newly born addition, to the scene he began 

his novel with, showing how six daughters became two women and a baby, but also how the 

next generation of women will have to find a way to survive on their own and demonstrating, 

by the absence of all those dead sisters and Rhoda’s changed attitude, that perhaps female labor 

value is not the way forward. He does not offer a way forward, but suggests that whatever it is, 

the baby in Rhoda’s arms will have to ready to face enormous challenges: Rhoda tells Alice to 

“make a brave woman of her” (332). In a novel about odd women and New Women, to end on 

the idea of a brave woman seems to suggest that nothing that came before will work going into 

the future. 
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CONCLUSION 

The Rights of Women/ “I Know My Value” 

 

 The Woman Question, opened in earnest by Harriet Martineau’s 1859 article for The 

Edinburgh Review on “Female Industry,” felt largely closed by the end of the century, with both 

authors and activists focused on the future of the women’s movement as the fight for legal 

equality, particularly suffrage. After almost half a century of debates over women’s role and 

position in society and attempts to find an effective register for female value, much of the actual 

success of the movement had actually taken place in legal contexts with the passage of acts 

through Parliament that dramatically expanded women’s access to property and lifted the some 

of the most burdensome obstacles to divorce. Inspired and emboldened by these legal victories, 

the women’s movement consolidated into the suffrage movement, with movement leaders 

strategizing that equal rights were the surest way to social equality and the realization of 

female value. Yet as shown in the previous chapters, particularly in the sections on Cranford 

and The Odd Women, equal access to property rights or employment did not guarantee equality 

in either arena, and the women who based their sense of worth on achievement of either objects 

with imbued value or careers that earned them independence and respect found that they were 

still held back by traditional models of female value. The work of finding a model of female 

value was thus left largely unfinished by Victorian authors at the end of the century, and has 

resurfaced at strategic moments in what is now the Feminist movement throughout both the 

twentieth and the twenty-first centuries up to the present moment. 

 The decline of the marriage plot as a major narrative structure of the novel limited the 

conversation around female value and its relevance at the turn-of-the-century and early-

twentieth century. Masters of the genre such as Gaskell and Trollope were long dead, and the 
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increasingly frequency of post-nuptial plots and new woman plots where the heroine did not 

marry undermined the power and relevance of the marriage plot, the entire premise of which 

rested on the idea of marriage as an act that settled questions of value through an affective 

bond. Although literature continued to speak to the issues surrounding women and their fight 

for liberation and equality, the plot and structures employed by authors after the Victorian era, 

particularly in the literary movement denoted as Modern, did not comprehend and model 

female value in the same terms and constructs as their Victorian forebears. 

 Despite its decline in the literary and political discussions occurring after the end of the 

nineteenth century, the problem of female value has not disappeared. Women gained electoral 

equality in Great Britain in 1928, but social equality with men was not the automatic result of 

this major success of the movement. It became increasingly clear as legal barriers to gender 

equality were eliminated, equal access to rights is not the same as equality, because access is 

largely a product of social conditions and these conditions remained imbricated in a value 

system that saw women as inferior to men. Second- and third-wave feminism has taken up the 

issue of female value, highlighting issues such as the wage gap to illustrate how discrimination 

can persist despite legal equality. While they are not barred from practicing any profession and 

have equal rights to education, British women in 2012 still received approximately 20% less 

salary on average than their male counterparts.21 Women are still seen as less capable in 

professions traditionally practiced by men, and are underpaid for employment considered 

feminine. Female success at a profession, moreover, is judged completely differently than male 

success, as women are often judged not only on their abilities and trajectory toward leadership 

positions, but also their dedication to family and home life. This is just one example of the ways 

                                                      
21 Mark King, “Gender gap falls for full-time workers,” The Guardian, 22 November 2012, 
https://www.theguardian.com/money/2012/nov/22/gender-pay-gap-falls-full-time-workers. Accessed 23 
January 2017. 

https://www.theguardian.com/money/2012/nov/22/gender-pay-gap-falls-full-time-workers
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that female value has grown from a debate over Victorian values to a twenty-first century 

challenge. 

 There is evidence of a resurgence in the formulation of value as a gendered issue in 

recent years. In recent popular culture, young women have begun to use the term value much 

in the way Victorian authors did, to describe the powerful yet ineffable sense of worth and 

ownership over one’s self and future that women are seeking in the personal and public realms. 

One example of this can be found in the television show Agent Carter, which aired from 2015 to 

2016 and was a spin-off from the Marvel Comic’s movie Captain America (2011). It dramatizes 

the story of Agent Peggy Carter, the only female agent in the Strategic Scientific Reserve. The 

show is set in 1946 and, in a familiar move for contemporary television shows, uses this 

historical setting as a mirror to reflect on the current issues women face in the workplace (e.g. 

Mad Men, Good Girls Revolt). In the first episode, Agent Carter is used as a secretary by the 

male agents and barred from department meetings, despite her extensive knowledge and 

experience in the field. She continues to work behind the scenes to deliver actual intelligence 

that saves lives and perhaps the world, yet, in the end, Agent Carter’s achievements are left 

unacknowledged and the results of her hard work are appropriated by her male coworkers. 

When faced with this setback, Agent Carter simply states “I know my value” (“Valediction”). 

The resonances here to a heroine like Caroline Waddington in The Bertrams are unmistakable: 

whereas Caroline “knew her own price” (TB 362) on a market over which she had no control, 

for Agent Carter knowing her value is enough to sustain her sense of self-worth, with no 

outside acknowledgement necessary. Agent Carter’s confident assertion of her value is a more 

powerful and affirmative statement than the Victorian woman’s, but that it needs to be said at 

all underlines the continuing insecurity of female value. “I know my value” became a 

widespread meme on social media, resonating with the largely female audience for whom 
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knowing [their] value is a powerful statement of self-actualization and particularly female 

strength in a male dominated world.  

 Victorian authors ultimately failed to imagine a model that realized female value, 

leaving the work still unfinished more than 150 years after the Woman Question was posed. 

Yet the work performed by Trollope, Gaskell, Dickens, Braddon, Gissing, and Allen all 

contributed to a more complex and nuanced understanding of both the importance of 

addressing female value and the potential pitfalls of any value system that claimed to accurately 

capture and represent to others the worth of a human being. The intrinsic value a person, no 

matter his or her gender identity, race, sexuality, class, creed, ability, or national origin, is still 

a revolutionary concept, even (or perhaps especially) in 2017. And yet we see Victorian authors 

working towards that idea, using their primarily white, middle class heroines to show the 

cruelty of certain traditional value systems and the failure of more novel ones to give women a 

sense of their inherent worth and autonomy.  And while no model emerged from the Victorian 

era for recognizing and registering the inherent worth of every individual human being, the 

explorations of female value which I have outlined in this dissertation are certainly good places 

to start for those of us still seeking a model today. 
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