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Abstract
This dissertation investigates the aggression variously expressed by and directed at girls
in several nineteenth-century British novels. In doing so, it traces the girl‘s doubled role in the
novel and nineteenth-century culture as a socio-historical subject position and a trope for failure
and contradiction that certain novelists map onto this subject position. The girl‘s highly elastic
subjectivity stretches in age and sex, bringing into question the assumption of a clearly-bounded
human subject and thus vexing the nineteenth-century novel‘s promissory cover stories of
developmental progress and replete personhood. I argue that Jane Austen, Charles Dickens,
Anthony Trollope, and George Eliot each use the girl in distinctive but related ways to indicate
fissures in dominant literary and cultural narratives and to figure discrepancies in their most
cherished novelistic preoccupations. As a means of illustrating this latter point, every chapter
considers (through texts including letters, illustrations, and autobiographical documents) the
similar behaviors and fascinations of particular girl characters and their authors, drawing out the
writers‘ concerns with their own repetition of the girl‘s affective, ethical, and pedagogical
failures and successes. These novelists interrogate the sacrosanct Victorian values of maturity,
self-abnegation, usefulness, and sympathy through the figure of the girl, whether in her dexterous
capacity for deploying covert aggression or in the abject sentimentality of her uselessness and
naïveté. The girl‘s niceness—her socially prescribed selflessness, purity, and tractability—like
the girl herself, is a doubled and sometimes duplicitous thing. She encapsulates and complicates
the nice distinctions between unadulterated goodness, self-consciously well-mannered conduct,
and noxious banality that the nineteenth-century novel cannot quite uphold.
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Introduction: Just a Girl
This dissertation examines the aggression variously expressed by and directed at girls in
several canonical nineteenth-century British novels. It focuses less intently on the question of
why girls feel angry or frustrated than in tracing how they act out on these emotions. The rich
tradition of feminist critical work about the nineteenth-century novel—on which many
influential feminist literary critics cut their teeth—has extensively mapped the causes of girls‘
and women‘s anger and outrage: the almost complete lack of women‘s rights in nineteenthcentury England, limited educational and professional opportunities, the intermittently chivalrous
and more bluntly derogatory construction of women‘s inferiority, the imperatives to marriage,
motherhood, and selflessness, and the injunction to ―be nice.‖1 Focusing on how Jane Austen,
Charles Dickens, Anthony Trollope, and George Eliot imagine the girl‘s expression of
aggression, I trace the translation of this emotion into a number of structures and affects,
including love, cuteness, renunciation, and masochism. Widely acknowledged as a cherished
figure of innocence and nostalgia throughout the nineteenth-century, the girl may appear an
illogical irritant for anyone‘s aggression, yet in the story I plot from novel to novel, she emerges
as a composite figure of sentimentality and abjection.2 The flipside of innocence is stupidity, of
preciousness uselessness, of selflessness non-humanity. Representing for different authors
ineptitude, oppressive obedience, destructive innocence, and a state of impasse, the girl should
be understood not just as a particular subject position but as a trope through which aggression,
and the anxieties and frustrations that cause it, can be articulated. This is why I will insist upon
the girl‘s figural status as a marker that certain novelists use to indicate contradictions in their
most cherished values and the disruption of dominant literary and cultural narratives.
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This project is informed by the dual view of the girl as a literary trope and as a person
inhabiting a particular cultural and historical context that produces specific limitations,
expectations, possibilities, and friction. Critical studies of the nineteenth-century girl emerging
over the last 15 years frequently cite the elasticity of the girl as a figure. In their introduction to
The Girl’s Own: Cultural Histories of the Anglo-American Girl, 1830-1915, Lynne Vallone and
Claudia Nelson note that ―[t]he anxiety surrounding Victorian commentary on girlhood seems to
have arisen in part from the Girl‘s refusal to be categorized,‖ and this ―protean quality‖ of the
girl is reflected in the diverse approaches the essays in this collection take to the girl as
―simultaneous subject, object, and opponent of cultural classification‖ (3, 5). In the present
study, the girl presents herself most straightforwardly in a series of young female characters
ranging in age from nine-years-old to their early 20s: the adolescent period that is fleeting and
messy in its developmental arc. Anterior to the dignity of womanhood and the rigidification of
conventions of femininity, this period allows for the dramatic overlap of aggression and
niceness, and it affords the novelists I investigate a metaphor for inconsistency and impasse that
parallels and emblematizes other concerns in their novels. The preoccupations and anxieties of
these novelists—men and women for the most part writing in their 40s and 50s—also bring them
into intersection with certain girl characters and girlish behaviors in their novels. By teasing out
the nature of these intersections, I try to complicate any notion that the girl inhabits only a
clearly-bounded territory of gender and age.
George Eliot, in fact, schematically maps girlishness as a devalued and useless state
through her boy character, Tom Tulliver, who is fully confident in his belief that ―all girls were
silly—they couldn‘t throw a stone so as to hit anything, couldn‘t do anything with a pocketknife, and were frightened at frogs‖ (The Mill on the Floss 44). This definition of the girl as an
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embarrassing instance of ineptitude stretches to cover both sexes when Tom begins an arduous
and befuddling course of education under the local curate, Mr. Stelling, during which he
becomes ―more like a girl than he had ever been in his life before‖ (148). The rage and selfdoubt both Tom and his sister Maggie feel when forced to confront their own silliness as seen
through the eyes of others indicate the pejorative status of being a girl and the broad applicability
of this term. Eliot‘s terminology likely sounds familiar to a twenty-first-century ear attuned to
hear the put-down, ―Don‘t be such a girl!‖ as distinguishing the girl along lines other than age
and sex. Indeed, etymologically the world ―girl‖ has ambiguously gendered roots, being
applicable to boys and girls as well as meaning virgin.3 Such an etymology suggests that ―girl‖
may be the default position of human beings until they accede to normative standards of
gendered performance and sexuality. But these trans-historical assumptions do not apply equally
well to all nineteenth-century texts, so it is worth positioning the girl in relation to the boy, the
woman, and the man in order to sketch out a basic understanding of how this four-square scheme
of gender and age can be shaped by other categories of identity such as class and sexuality.
If being a girl implies a person‘s failure, refusal, or assumed inability to develop
culturally determined norms of gender difference, adult sexuality, and fully matured subjectivity,
the nineteenth century begins to appear full of girlish figures. The Victorian woman‘s prescribed
state of childlike innocence suggests that adulthood was—at least ideologically—the province of
men.4 But even for men the embodiment of adulthood required vigilance against emasculating
and queering performances that ranged from occupational incompetence to over-investment in
personal style. Critical accounts of girlhood and childhood in the nineteenth century generally
agree that childhood was regarded as a feminized space, perhaps best illustrated, as Catherine
Robson points out, in the practice of dressing infants and toddlers of both sexes in identical long

4
dresses and skirts. Women raised children and (in middle and upper-class homes) oversaw early
childhood education. In this construction, becoming a boy and then a man meant escaping from
the feminized world into which one was born. Yet as Robson and Nelson have each
demonstrated in investigations of men‘s and boys‘ relationships to feminized childhood in the
Victorian era, feminine ideals including ―innocence and purity‖ and ―self-control, self-sacrifice,
and selflessness‖ were not necessarily treated as anathema to masculinity and, in fact, could
enhance the perception of one‘s gentlemanliness and propriety, sometimes in quite conservative
fashions (Robson 8, Nelson 2). I suspect that the manliness of these feminine ideals was
intensely class-bound, the gentleman being distinguishable from the average man. Tom
Tulliver‘s sense of his own girlishness notably results as much from recognizing his family‘s
provincial, lower-middle-class status as from confronting his lack of acuity in the ―boys‘‖
subjects of Latin and geometry:
Tom was too clear-sighted not to be aware that Mr. Stelling‘s standard of things was
quite different, was certainly something higher in the eyes of the world, than that of the
people he had been living amongst, and that brought in contact with it, he, Tom Tulliver,
appeared uncouth and stupid: he was by no means indifferent to this, and his pride got
into an uneasy condition which quite nullified his boyish self-satisfaction, and gave him
something of the girl‘s susceptibility. (148-149)
Tom‘s initial physical, outdoorsy image of ideal masculinity (dexterous with stones, knives, and
frogs that baffle or terrify girls) resembles a more modern paradigm of masculinity modeled on
lower-class ruggedness, while as Robson points out in Men in Wonderland: The Lost Girlhood of
the Victorian Gentleman writers like Dickens, John Ruskin, and Lewis Carroll quite differently
imagined an ideal of masculinity inflected by aristocratic gentlemanliness and modeled on the

5
little girl who represented in rather courtly fashion ―the rural idyll of a bygone England‖ or the
―vital purity of long-lost origins…placed in opposition to the defiled world of the present day‖
(13). By comparing these mid-Victorian texts, we can see the value of the girl as well as the
boy‘s relationship to the girl and femininity in flux, measured differently by individual writers.
Starker accounts of active boyhood and passive girlhood also emerge in nineteenthcentury texts and modern critical studies. According to Joseph Bristow, boys in the latter half of
the nineteenth-century became what he calls ―empire boys,‖ who prepared to think, work, and—
particularly after the Second Reform Bill—vote in a manner that demonstrated their ability to
―size up and control [their] world‖ (43). Although little girls in the same time period might be
permitted to indulge in tomboyish behavior and even admired for their high spirits and
precocious recognition that masculine pursuits were superior to feminine, growing up a girl was
ultimately an exercise in learning to allow the world to size up oneself.5 Or, as Deborah Gorham
outlines in The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal, to grow up, a girl had to accept the
constraints of propriety, decorum, and self-abnegation, while a boy had to acquire freedom.
Even if boys and girls were equally lauded for achieving these ideals, the boy‘s struggle for
independence and self-assertion certainly appears a more daring adventure than the girl‘s
narrative of self-suppression and self-regulation in a nation fascinated by upwardly-mobile
individuals and invested in demonstrating its imperial and economic prowess. However, it was
not always easy or desirable for nineteenth-century subjects to maintain a proper trajectory
through this geography of gender. Some of the literary girls I examine in the following chapters
resist, exploit, or ignore the rules of good behavior designed to turn middle-class British girls
into proper ladies, obedient wives, and tractable, self-abnegating women. In a related if different
vein, with the medicalization of the invert and his entry into popular discourse in the later
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nineteenth century, narratives of boys marooned in a girlish state published, if they did not
expose as previously unknown, the story of sexual journeys gone awry.
Yet fitting the type of abjection figured by the girl into the curio cabinet of freaks,
perverts, oddities, and monsters that grew increasingly cluttered as the nineteenth century wore
on is not as simple as saying that ―girl‖ is another name for the gay man or sissy boy (thought the
elasticity of the term always keeps the possibility in play). While ―being a girl‖ connotes
ineffectuality and queerness in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, the fantasy of the girl‘s
asexual innocence has conventionally been opposed to the ravenous sexual appetites of various
perverse adults since the nineteenth century. How could this harmless and innocent figure, often
treated as a symbol of Victorian England‘s wholesome agrarian past,6 inhabit the same world and
even pose the same corrosive threat as Ellis‘s inverts, Lombroso‘s criminals (male, female, born,
and occasional), Krafft-Ebing‘s perverts and neurotics, and the prostitutes, monsters, queers,
madwomen (domestic and imported), immigrants, and other abject beings lurking in the same
century? The short answer is that she could not, that she became one excuse for stamping out or
sadistically legislating these creatures. But the girl does possess a unique abjection that can be
idealized and redeemed where these other embodiments of abjection cannot: the sentimentalized
abjection of the silly, innocuous, and trivial object. In Austen‘s novels, for instance, the girl‘s
naïveté may indicate her innocence, but it also marks her as ignorant and affords readers and
certain characters a superior sense of knowingness. Dickens more earnestly idealizes the
vulnerability of girls like Little Nell and Little Dorrit, making a virtue of their weakness and
insignificance, but at the same time his novels demonstrate the oppressiveness of this ideology,
which makes these girls inhumanly perfect figures by holding them up as standards of meekness
and purity. Both Nell and Amy, as I argue, retaliate against those who impose such fantasies and
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desires upon them by playing into and exploiting the abject sentimentality attached to the girl.
At least in some nineteenth-century novels, the girl‘s innocence and passivity can operate as
forms of monstrous aggression.
The girl has a structural function in the novel as well as an ideological position, and these
dual aspects of her construction can be harmonious or dissonant. The nineteenth-century realist
novel, as I emphasize, includes the girl as one of its formal components, without which it does
not work properly. Yet the necessity of the girl to the realist novel does not always make her a
beloved or stable cog in this machine. If we conceptualize the realist novel as a literary engine
churning out a naturalizing fantasy of the world mimetically reproduced on paper, the girl, as
Anthony Trollope suggests, constitutes one of the loci where reality begins to appear fabricated.
Introducing Lucy Robarts, the heroine of Framley Parsonage, Trollope mock complains about
the novelistic convention of describing one‘s heroine in great detail:
And now I must say a word about Lucy Robarts. If one might only go on without
those descriptions, how pleasant it would all be! But Lucy Robarts has to play a part in
this little drama, and those who care for such matters must be made to understand
something of her form and likeness…Laying aside for the sake of clearness that
indefinite term of girl—for girls are girls from the age of three up to forty-three, if not
previously married—dropping that generic word, we may say that…at [the] wedding of
her brother, she was a child; and now, at the death of her father, she was a woman.
Nothing, perhaps, adds so much to womanhood, turns the child so quickly into a
woman, as such death-bed scenes as these. Hitherto but little had fallen to Lucy to do in
the way of woman‘s duties. (138)
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Trollope‘s chatty commentary pauses the forward motion of the narrative and draws attention to
the entrenched practices of realism—specifically, in this case, the way narrative momentum
snags on the girl who must be freeze framed for ―those who care for such matters.‖ Those who
don‘t care for such matters (himself included, Trollope implies) must put up with the
inconvenience as a concession to the formal requirements of the novel. Lucy takes on a shade of
abjection here as an inane necessity.
In this same passage from Framley Parsonage, Trollope‘s crusty, irritated affect towards
Lucy operates in tandem with a structural analysis of the girl that emphasizes her constructedness
as an ideological and literary figure. Trollope pins down the elasticity of the ―indefininte term‖
girl by announcing it as such while at the same time providing a few coordinates for this subject
position: marriage, duty, and death. Getting married or experiencing a death can transform the
girl into a woman, as can the domestic responsibilities of which Lucy, a mildly spoiled youngest
child, remains largely ignorant. For the Victorians and the middle-class Victorian girl the
marriage ceremony represents a magical moment when a girl‘s identity, behavior, and worldview
are supposed to shift completely and almost instantaneously into a womanly mode. Trollope,
however, brings marriage and death into a morbid proximity as determinants of womanhood, so
that the rigors of marriage and familial duty appear to cause the onset of rigor mortis in the girl,
killing her into womanhood. Is he critiquing the ideology of marriage? Perhaps, though I am
not sure Trollope‘s sympathetic interest in women stretches that far. His reflections on marriage
and the redundancy of the girl, as I demonstrate at greater length in my third chapter, have more
to do with narrative structure and efficiency than with ideology. Or, to put this in another way,
he critiques ideology as a structural problem—instead of a problem of beliefs—when it produces
operational inefficiencies in the novel. Lucy becomes an object of mildly contemptuous
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aggression in Framley Parsonage, not because she is rebellious or unconventional (like some of
the most interesting women in Trollope‘s novels) but because she represents a formal imposition
of the novel that the novelist cannot dispense with.
This methodology of reading the girl as a structural principle of the novel—and not just a
subject position in the novel—informs each chapter of my project and differentiates it from other
studies of the girl. It allows me to investigate Austen‘s epistemology, Dickens‘s construction of
his characters, Trollope‘s theory of utility, and Eliot‘s anxiety about the potentially violent
structure of sympathy. Every critical engagement with the girl that I have encountered regards
her—in varying proportions—as a person and a figure, and these different emphases only
strengthen our understanding of the girl and her situation within broader structures of gender,
sexuality, desire, childhood, human development, mass culture, and literary preoccupation in the
nineteenth century. Approaches to the girl might roughly be divided into those that aim to
elucidate and recover girls‘ lived experiences in the nineteenth century and those that treat the
girl as an object or construct of specific adult desires that are the central concern of critical
investigation. Instances of the former type of analysis include Sally Mitchell‘s The New Girl:
Girls’ Culture in England, 1880-1910 and Kimberley Reynolds‘s Girls Only?: Gender and
Popular Children’s Fiction in Britain, 1880-1915. These studies examine girls‘ reading, social
organizations, games, and pastimes as a means of reconstructing what girls‘ lives were like and
how they were changing at the end of the nineteenth century. In this dissertation, I wanted to
consider the girl‘s role in the novel before discernable children‘s and adolescent cultures
emerged in a range of late nineteenth-century texts and cultural practices.7 I also do not attempt
to reconstruct the subjective and historically-bound experiences of girls who lived during the
nineteenth century in the pages that follow, although a series of fraught letters about girls,
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authorship, and writing exchanged between Jane Austen and two of her nieces do play a role in
my first chapter, blurring the lines between real and fictional girls.
Two excellent books that informed my thinking about the girl as a literary trope and a
figure for adult desires are Robson‘s Men in Wonderland, which focuses on several male writers‘
relationships to the girl as an emblem for men‘s ideal and lost feminine childhood, and Sarah
Bilston‘s The Awkward Age in Women’s Popular Fiction, 1850-1900: Girls and the Transition to
Womanhood, which regards the girl as a literary medium for the often vexed expression of
women writers‘ and readers‘ desires for ―liberty and choice‖ (4).8 Robson importantly points to
the ways that the very specific male fantasy about the girl that she traces is disrupted by other
nineteenth-century texts and social conditions. Significantly, texts about the working-class girl
and her physically taxed and sexualized body make ―abundantly clear that innocent girlhood is
not a universal phenomenon, but an economically contingent construction‖ (13). Though I focus
less comprehensively than Robson on class, sexuality, and other social and individual
determinants that make girlhood a somewhat less than monolithic state in nineteenth-century
culture, I try to take her lead in reading the disruptions that the girl causes in fantasies about her
or literary structures built around her. Tracing how four authors conceptualize and deploy the
girl in the novel, I, like Bilston and Robson, privilege an adult perspective on the girl, but the
group of adults I examine is not consistent in gender or in their attitudes toward the girl, even if
they all share the same profession. These differences, however, help me to create a wider view
of the girl as a novelistic figure for contradiction, structural collapse, and the blurring of discrete
qualities such as niceness and aggression, usefulness and uselessness, sympathy and violence.
Finally, works theorizing the child through historically specific coordinates also
contribute to the present study even when they largely reject any strong significance of gender in
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nineteenth-century conceptions of the child. In Child-Loving: The Erotic Child and Victorian
Culture, James Kincaid contends that ―[g]ender or any other set figure of sexual opposition is of
very little importance to child-loving‖ because a child for the Victorians and us, their heirs, is
―[a]ny image, body, or being we can hollow out, purify, exalt, abuse, and locate sneakily in a
field of desire‖ (13, 5). This definition of the child as an object emptied out so the adult can fill
it with specific fantasies goes far in explaining why children and very young people appear at the
center of so many nineteenth-century novels and provide such successful vehicles for almost any
topic an author wishes to address. Though the eroticization of the girl‘s naïveté plays a role in
my reading of Austen‘s novels, these novels eroticize the clutter of the girl‘s mind and her
misjudgments rather than her emptiness of mind. Her erotic innocence is characterized by
presence rather than by the absence inherent in the erotic child that Kincaid so persuasively
delineates in Child-Loving. Without taking exception to Kincaid‘s argument, I draw attention to
certain kinds of presence in literary children who are simultaneously figured as absolute absence.
Dickens‘s Little Nell, as I argue in chapter two, may offer a blank projection screen for all kinds
of adult desires, but we can also catch glimpses of her own desires, sexual awareness, and
capacity for emotionally manipulating others through her vulnerability and littleness.
The power of the child‘s littleness likewise concerns Carolyn Steedman in Strange
Dislocations: Childhood and the Idea of Human Interiority, 1780-1930, where she outlines,
similarly to Kincaid, an image of the child as an absence, though an absence somewhat
differently ―embodying what is lost and gone‖ for the adult: her or his own childhood, a ―loss
that provides the aetiology of the self‖ (ix). Taking as her central figure of the child Goethe‘s
androgynous girl character, Mignon (or, ―little one‖) Steedman admits in accounting for the
motivations of her study that ―[s]ometimes, it seemed to me that what I was really describing
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was littleness itself, and the complex register of affect that has been invested in the word little‖
(9). A major strand of my own project involves parsing the affect of littleness. Like Steedman, I
wish to avoid the ―tawdriness‖ and ―sentimentality‖ surrounding the little child or the vulnerable
little woman, but I also try to keep in sight the other meanings of little: petty and mean (12). We
should certainly guard against culturally-programmed responses to the figure of the child,
particularly when these responses limit the range of socially acceptable affect, adult desire, and
critical and imaginative thought about such a powerful cultural construct as the child.9 We
should also not forget that children and other vulnerable little people know how to ―be little‖: to
use their weakness and dependency to get what they want or to strike out against those who keep
them (or are perceived as keeping them) dependent. This is not to paint an essentialist portrait of
girls‘ duplicity and manipulativeness but rather to recall the many cultural limitations and
imperatives—self-abnegation, impeccable politeness, sexual propriety, demure femininity,
familial obedience—that circumscribe girls‘ selfhood, desires, and significance in nineteenthcentury British culture, giving them cause for aggression even if we do not have to admire the
tactics of such aggression.

Nice is Different than Good
Persistently linked to the girl in nineteenth and twentieth-century culture, niceness is a
highly slippery label for good behavior or appealing qualities.10 In a moment of epiphany,
Stephen Sondheim‘s Little Red Riding Hood—who, like Lewis Carroll‘s Alice, is ―so much
surprised, that for the moment she quite forgot how to speak good English‖—exclaims ―nice is
different than good‖ (16). This moral is decanted from a narrative of sexual enlightenment
attained only after the big bad wolf, who ―seemed so nice,‖ has ―eaten‖ Little Red Riding Hood.
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Some of the earliest uses of the word ―nice‖ define instances of wantonness, lasciviousness, and
ostentation. The wolf appeals to Red Riding Hood because he is a wolf in wolf‘s clothing, not at
all the boring kind of nice guy. The obverse erotic appeal of the girl‘s naïveté to certain adults
forms one small component of my arguments about Austen‘s and Dickens‘s novels. However, in
the chapters that follow, the girl will make some appearances as a wolf in sheep‘s clothing, more
aware of sexual desire and codes of social conduct than we perhaps have given her credit for.
The niceness of the girl characters I discuss does not always spring from good intentions.
Confronting untenable family relations or constricting requirements for properly feminine
behavior, some of these girls use self-deprecating language and acts of self-abnegation as ways
to protect themselves and to channel their anger into culturally-approved forms of conduct that
generally meet with a more deferential response than overt resistance and rage. Though the
version of Little Red Riding Hood who appears in Sondheim‘s musical mash-up of classic fairy
tales is not nice in the senses of being either dexterous at manipulation or sexually rapacious
(even if she is sexually curious), she might remind us of a third type of niceness that is different
from goodness: the boring, banal, and irritating niceness of certain persons and things. Foolish
and a bit shrill in her cuteness, Red Riding Hood embodies the girl‘s niceness in the most
pejorative and trivializing forms of this term. It is the play of the word ―nice‖ as it attaches to
the girl that I wish to stress in order to emphasize that even though niceness is about structures of
propriety, refinement, and good behavior, the term also undoes and ironizes such structures.
Jane Austen‘s Northanger Abbey provides a nice—as in tidy and pointed—example of
how the irony of the word ―nice‖ intersects with the problematic niceness of the girl when, on a
walk with Henry Tilney and his sister Eleanor, Catherine Morland finds herself sarcastically
rated by Henry for calling The Mysteries of Udolpho ―the nicest book in the world‖:
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‗I am sure,‘ cried Catherine, ‗I did not mean to say anything wrong; but it is a nice
book, and why should not I call it so?‘
‗Very true,‘ said Henry, ‗and this is a very nice day, and we are taking a very nice
walk, and you are two very nice young ladies. Oh! it is a very nice word indeed!—it does
for everything. Originally perhaps it was applied only to express neatness, propriety,
delicacy, or refinement;—people were nice in their dress, in their sentiments, or their
choice. But now every commendation on every subject is comprised in that one word.‘
(96-97)
This scene defines Catherine‘s niceness as banality and vulgarity, because she is so artless in her
unrefined assertions. As Joseph Litvak argues, Catherine undergoes instruction in sophistication
over the course of the novel, learning how to disaffect if not completely vacate the ―unglamorous
subject position of an impressionable femininity,‖ an abject position that I would align with the
girl (Strange Gourmets 46-47). Henry‘s lesson in attending to etymology doubles as a broader
tutorial for Catherine in monitoring her own refinement and self-image in instances of social
intercourse, but this pedagogical session triples as a performance of irony. While Henry may
assert that ―nice‖ should denote a ―commendation‖ for social propriety, he simultaneously uses
the word as an insult to Catherine‘s own discrimination. It is very much Catherine‘s—and the
girl‘s—discrimination that is at stake in her niceness. Nice ―does for everything.‖ Like the girl,
niceness functions as a vacuous and voracious category, admitting (in the senses of confessing
and welcoming in) anything. Though Henry dissects and lays bare the gauche quality of
Catherine‘s expressions and stokes her desire to please him by becoming an apt pupil, her very
pliability to instruction makes her a problem student. Of Catherine‘s surprise and consternation
at Henry‘s teasing and sarcastic manner, Austen writes, ―what she did not understand, she was
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almost as ready to admire as what she did‖—a sentiment that emphasizes Catherine‘s
embarrassing starry-eyed admiration for Henry‘s wisdom but also her liability to the
promiscuous agreeableness of being nice. Throughout this dissertation, I attempt to show how
the niceness of the girl threatens ideological structures and fantasies—like good manners, value,
taste, patriarchy, or literature—that require the girl to be a stable category in order to function.11
Instructing—or, in literary criticism, historically reconstructing—the girl according to
rules of nice behavior can be a minefield, particularly because of the way the girl manages to
simultaneously obey and disobey the niceties of rules. Conduct books aimed at nineteenthcentury girls do not receive much attention in my study of the girl (though they do in some other
studies) because I am suspicious of the assumption that girls religiously followed the rules set
forth in these texts. Might we not imagine girls who ignored, laughed at, or resisted such guides?
In an otherwise shortsighted condemnation of feminist reading practices applied to Austen‘s
novels during the 1980s, Julia Prewitt Brown makes a fascinating comment about female
readers‘ possible disregard for conduct literature: ―it is difficult to imagine that Austen was more
engaged by conduct books, which were as silly in the eighteenth century as they are today, than
by the Christian resonance of the idea of virtue‖ (308). This assertion strikes a familiar
derogatory contrast between big abstract concepts of literary value and the ―silly‖ reading matter
and preoccupations of women. Yet it also reminds us of the non-uniform responses of women
readers to certain texts of the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries. Female characters
in novels also present a range of reactions to the correction of a girl‘s conduct. Eleanor Tilney,
in fact, represents a type of resistant girl reader. In riposte to her brother‘s mock lament for the
declension of the word ―nice‖ as a commendation, she insists ―it ought only to be applied to you,
without any commendation at all. You are more nice than wise‖ (97). Playing on her brother‘s

16
definitional terms and playing up her own knowledge of language and literary reference, Eleanor
plays along with his game as a game that she can play too without fear of injury or
embarrassment. Though Henry will call Eleanor ―stupid‖ later in this same conversation for
confusing Catherine‘s description of a new gothic novel for actual events, she never treats his
words as law or him as the master of her conduct (101). If, by this logic, Henry becomes a
personified conduct book, he appears a rather dubious and sardonic instance of this genre.
Yet the tone and intention of nineteenth-century conduct books can be quite ambiguous
and even mischievous, like Henry Tilney‘s. For example, are we to read the mood of the
following bromide from Marianne Farningham‘s 1869 Girlhood as stentorian, tongue-in-cheek,
or commiserating: ―Girlhood is a time for receiving homage and attention. Womanhood is a
time for giving rather than receiving these things. We trust none of our young friends will pout
at this information‖ (22)? The pronounced distinction between the girl as an object of
admiration and the woman as a person who has renounced her desire for admiration helps those
of us living almost one-hundred-and-fifty years after the publication of this text to understand
one way in which the Victorians defined the girl. But the suggestion that this particular
renunciation required of women is unpleasant or widely resisted complicates its self-evidence as
a condition accepted by all of those who regard themselves as women. There is even a hint of a
wink in the girl reader‘s direction. Control your impulse to pout, Farningham implies, and you
will have some room to maneuver when negotiating the transition to womanhood. If we treat
nineteenth-century girl characters only as rules girls, reverent about every line they read,
correction they receive, and bit of cultural ideology they absorb, we run the risk of producing
very dour and uncritical portraits of these girls as examples of obedience and virtue rewarded,
like the girl characters who appear at the center of Lynne Vallone‘s Disciplines of Virtue: Girls’
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Culture in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries: ―Each girl must decide how to conquer and
then channel her girlish nature—characterized by desire, hunger, anger, ignorance, and
aggression—into valuable, beautiful womanly conduct‖ (5). The interrogation of this ―must,‖
the question of what constitutes ―valuable‖ femininity, and the investigation of girls‘ various
resistances to such prescribed self-conquering lie at the heart of my dissertation. Looking back
at my own resistance to making conduct books a part of this project when I was beginning my
research, I understand now that this reluctance arose from my distaste at the thought of spending
hours mentally listening to a litany of do‘s and don‘ts aimed at girls not so far removed from my
own subject position by age, historical circumstance, or cultural ideology. Though this
aggravated response is certainly idiosyncratic, I also suspect that it is not unique in the current
century or the nineteenth century.

Autobiography and the Figure of the Girl
Each chapter of this dissertation takes advantage of biographical knowledge about
various authors‘ lives and their autobiographical or pseudo-autobiographical writings (including
letters, memoirs, and novels with narratives that bear some resemblance to the author‘s life).
Although I incorporate texts such as Trollope‘s An Autobiography, the autobiographical
fragment Dickens entrusted to his friend John Forster, and Eliot‘s ambiguously autobiographical
novel The Mill on the Floss, the purpose of deploying such material is not to ―reveal‖ the
authors‘ girlishness or obsession with girls, but to bring out the figural and structural role the girl
plays in each author‘s novels and theory of the novel. I do make claims for the similarity of each
author‘s behavior, subject position, or preoccupations to those of particular girl characters, but I
have tried to guard against essentialism in making such claims. In chapter one, for instance,
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Austen‘s girlishness figures centrally, less as a personal quality than as part of on-going cultural
perceptions about the types of readers most attached to her novels. For my purposes,
autobiography will be defined as a state of self-division. In the autobiographical scenario, one
writes about oneself as an object divorced from the self by temporality, location, knowledge, and
development, a structure further complicated when the self being written about is also a writing
self attuned to the workings of such conditions in and upon narrative. This definition of
autobiography derives from Barbara Johnson‘s reading of female autobiography in her essay
―My Monster/My Self,‖ where she observes of the texts under consideration that ―the
autobiographical reflex is triggered by the resistance and ambivalence involved in the act of
writing the book‖ (The Critical Difference 114). The dynamics of specifically female
autobiography matter to my project, even though two of the authors examined are male, because
the girl metaphorizes a crux of ―resistance and ambivalence‖ in the most characteristic features
and investments of each author‘s novels. Many of the girl characters in these novels personify or
enact ambivalence or resistance, so they can be effectively put to use as figures for authorial selfinterrogation or self-contradiction. The messiness of the adolescent girl, her anger, and her not
always smooth or linear development capture the ambivalence of the ―autobiographical reflex,‖
which remains unresolved in many instances for the authors I investigate.
It is not unimportant in the context of this critical project that Johnson develops and
revises her theory of autobiography in relation to an important nineteenth-century novelist who is
also the quintessential girl writer: Mary Shelley.12 Shelley‘s novel, Frankenstein, serves as one
of the literary touchstones of Johnson‘s critical work, addressed in essays and books as early as
1980 and as recently as 2008.13 Imagined and drafted when Shelley was still a teenager,
Frankenstein was published in 1818 when she was 21-years-old and appeared in a third edition
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in 1831 after Shelley completed some provocative revisions and additions, the most important
perhaps being the inclusion of a new preface to replace an earlier one written by her husband
Percy and purporting to have been composed by the novel‘s anonymous author. Though
Frankenstein is a science-fiction novel with some different operating principles from the realist
novels I am discussing in this dissertation, I want to use Shelley‘s self-referential 1831 preface as
a means to illustrate the formal as well as personal types of self-division autobiography entails
for a range of nineteenth-century novelists.
Mary Shelley‘s preface—which draws highly contradictory images of its author—opens
by accounting for its own genesis:
The publishers of the Standard Novels, in selecting Frankenstein for one of their series,
expressed a wish that I should furnish them with some account of the origin of the story.
I am than more willing to comply, because I shall thus give a general answer to the
question, so very frequently asked me. ‗How I, then a young girl, came to think of and to
dilate upon so very hideous an idea?‘ (5)
This comment, as Johnson suggests, indicates that Shelley‘s readers believed ―a young girl‘s
fascination with the idea of monstrousness was somehow monstrous in itself‖ (The Critical
Difference 150). The girl and the monster seem an incongruous pair: sweet vs. scary, vulnerable
vs. aggressive, timid vs. enraged, innocent vs. experienced. Of course anyone who knows
anything about Shelley‘s life or the monster she describes (as plenty of her contemporaries did)
realizes how easily these categories collapse and that this collapse is one of the central points of
Frankenstein.14 Nevertheless, consternation and amazement at a girl creating a tale full of horror
and monsters persisted according to Shelley‘s report—responses that continue to inform the
ideological and structural aspects of popular horror film and television in the twentieth-century
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and beyond where the girl is frequently the monster‘s hapless victim. Raised in the era of Title
IX, Girl Power, and Buffy the Vampire Slayer, I was perhaps bound to hear (and continue to
hear) a pissed off edge in Shelley‘s reference to the presumed limitations of the girl when I first
read Frankenstein during my sophomore year of college in 1999. Her tone becomes prickly and
irritated on issues of self-possession and her own literary competence: ―my dreams were all my
own, I accounted for them to nobody,‖ ―I certainly did not owe the suggestion of one incident [in
Frankenstein], nor scarcely one train of feeling, to my husband‖ (5, 10). The proper lady,
however, is certainly present in the preface along with the daring girl writer—to play on Mary
Poovey‘s terms for the opposing pull of propriety and artistic ambition on female writers in the
nineteenth century. ―Willing to comply‖ with her publisher‘s and public‘s requests, Shelley
indicates her polite feminine acquiescence and joins this quality with modesty and selfabnegation in the final sentence of her introductory paragraph: ―It is true that I am very averse to
bringing myself forward in print; but as my account will only appear as an appendage to a former
production, and as it will be confined to such topics as have connexion with my authorship alone,
I can scarcely accuse myself of a personal intrusion‖ (5).
Despite Shelley‘s often demure self-portraiture, readers have long sensed a more
rebellious streak in her preface and have personified it in the figure of the girl. As Poovey points
out, two images of Mary Shelley arise in her autobiographical introduction: the audacious girl
and the reserved woman: ―Mary Shelley wants most of all to assure her readers that she is no
longer the defiant, self-assertive ‗girl‘ who once dared to explore ambition and even to seek fame
for herself without the humility proper to a lady‖ (The Proper Lady and the Woman Writer 137).
The dignified woman bows to propriety and social conventions, and the girl flouts them. Yet this
very dignity and humility turn the woman into the submissive, self-effacing, girlish object who
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lacks the self-confidence and courage to assert her own artistic achievements. The timidity of
this latter-day Shelley appears a labored production to U.C. Knoeplfmacher, who argues that
Shelley‘s preface ―overemphasizes her passivity‖ (The Endurance of Frankenstein 97). It is only
the adolescent girl, according to him, who could write Frankenstein and ―confront ‗frightful
fantasies‘—destructive and aggressive thoughts—which the matured professional writer still
entertained, yet carefully defused and disguised in most of her subsequent fictions‖ (91). From
one point of view, this girl writer is braver and, by that bravery, more mature than the ―matured
professional writer,‖ but from another point of view it is the professional writer who more
knowingly encodes her aggression, producing competing images of herself and soldering them
together through the self-divided mode of autobiography. After all, only at 33 did Shelley
describe her (former) self as a girl and produce the prefatory narrative in which girl and woman,
self-assertion and self-effacement keep collapsing into each other. Rather than trying to make
this Mary Mary Quite Contrary behave in a more consistent manner, I want to draw attention to
the way her preface makes a virtue of inconsistency.
The girl who is Mary Shelley as well as a figure in her preface, as I have suggested,
forms an incongruous pair with the monster, and this girl also represents an incongruous origin
for monstrosity. The problem of origins—of life, of monsters, or stories, and particularly of the
metaphysics of origin itself—is the central focus of Frankenstein. This is why I would contend
that Shelley opens her preface by drawing an intersection between her authorship, the origin of
her novel, and the girl as a figure for vexed origin. In the preface, she reiterates the main point
of the novel that the quest for a singular origin or an incontrovertible explanation of that origin
involves dangerous instances of blindness to the opacity of the knowable and to the way human
difference fragments the ―known.‖ The novel‘s three narrators perform the inconsistencies of
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human perception in their different responses to the same series of events. And, as the vast and
creative critical work on Frankenstein demonstrates, there are many persuasive explanations for
the creature‘s origin as well as the novel‘s.15 Though I do not have the space here to do justice to
the conceptual complexity of Shelley‘s preface, I will point to two examples of her critique of
pure origin and originality—concepts that took on artistic value as part of the legacy of the male
Romantic poets in whose wake Shelley was living when she composed her new preface to
Frankenstein.16 Shelley insists upon the inevitability and importance of influence, combination,
and imitation in art. ―Everything must have a beginning, to speak in Sanchean phrase,‖ she
comments, ―and that beginning must be linked to something that went before. The Hindoos give
the world an elephant to support it, but they make the elephant stand upon a tortoise‖ (8). But
what does the tortoise stand upon? Whatever figure the imagination lights upon to obscure
through narrative the threatening mise-en-abyme of ―something that went before.‖ Moreover,
mixing literary references to Cervantes‘s Sancho Panza and Hindu mythology, Shelley calls
attention to the many competing origin stories that circulate between cultures and performatively
makes a case for the composite nature of any origin story. In telling the story of the origin of her
own origin story, Frankenstein, she makes herself an object lesson in the derivative and mixed
condition of artistic production by offering multiple explanations for her novel‘s creation—too
many, in fact. I count at least eight origins for Frankenstein described in Shelley‘s preface,
including a ghost story writing contest, reading a collection of ghost stories, listening to
conversations about popular science, Shelley‘s literary parentage, her husband ―for ever inciting
[her] to obtain literary reputation,‖ her childhood practices of ―indulging in waking dreams‖ and
writing imitations of stories she had read, anxiety over her ―blank incapacity of invention,‖ and
the ―unbidden‖ imagination that produced her waking dream of ―the pale student of unhallowed
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arts‖ (6, 8, 9). While these autobiographical accounts of Frankenstein’s inception may be
marshaled together under the aegis of the girl writer‘s anxiety about being taken seriously as an
author, they also point to the impossibility of the writing prompt to which Shelley‘s publishers
asked her to respond. There is no origin, the preface tells its reader, just origins.
The point of this brief reading of the way Shelley‘s preface interprets her novel and her
authorship is not that the girl always metaphorizes problems of epistemology but that she more
broadly figures states of impasse and contradiction. This is where Barbara Johnson re-enters my
argument, because in a moment when she, like Shelley, looks back on an earlier instance of
herself as a writer, she finds herself in a state of contradiction. Two years after publishing ―My
Monster/My Self,‖ Johnson wrote an essay on ―Gender Theory and the Yale School,‖ a piece
that obliquely continues her reading of Frankenstein and autobiography. Similarly to Shelley‘s
preface, this later essay deals with the problem of origins and the anxiety of influence, since it
came into being when Johnson was asked to replace one of her mentors, Paul de Man, at a
conference after his death by presenting a paper on his work. This ―invitation to appear as de
Man‘s supplément,‖ caused a moment of resistance, as Johnson reports, because ―it falls all too
nearly into patterns of female effacement already well-established by the phenomenon of the
Yale School‖ (32). The essay she produced in response to this writing prompt falls into three
sections: a brief overview citing the exclusion of female literary figures and female literary
critics of the Yale School from the work of certain male Yale School critics, close readings of
these exclusions as failures to recognize the difference that gender already makes in their critical
work, and Johnson‘s critique of her own implication in this trend through the lack of explicit
attention to gender in her book The Critical Difference. Performatively defined in this final self-
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reflexive gesture, autobiography is the recognition of self-difference, of being at variance with
oneself.
Johnson‘s reference to herself as a ―Yale daughter‖ and her reading of the ―feminine and
parricidal‖ threat embedded in several of her former professors‘ works casts her as the girl in the
Oedipally-inflected readings performed in ―Gender Theory and the Yale School‖ (36). Like
Shelley, she has some daunting progenitors and frustrating assumptions about gender to confront
when writing. Frankenstein plays an important part in this essay because it was to be the tutor
text for a collection of essays by female Yale School critics ―inscribing female deconstructive
protest and affirmation‖ against the entirely male-authored Yale text, Deconstruction and
Criticism (33). Intended as an attack on the usual suspect, patriarchy, ―this Bride of
Deconstruction and Criticism never quite got off the ground‖ (33). Though Johnson does not
provide any explanations for this failure, her essay suggests that the plan for ―female
deconstructive protest‖ actually needed to take the form of self-protest. Defining autobiography
in ―My Monster/My Self,‖ Johnson argues, ―the desire for resemblance, the desire to create a
being like oneself—which is the autobiographical desire par excellence—is also the central
transgression in Mary Shelley‘s novel‖ (146). Two years later, she would catch herself
experiencing this transgressive desire for resemblance (though in an inverted fashion) in her
adherence to the very gender blindness she critiques in the male narrators of Frankenstein and
the male Yale School critics. This sort of surprise—what Johnson describes as an unexpected
confrontation with the ―things we don‘t know we don‘t know‖—informs my readings of the
autobiographical modes deployed by the authors included in my dissertation (―Gender Theory
and the Yale School‖ 41). Whether or not these novelists self-consciously catch themselves in
contradiction with their own values or statements is of less concern to me than the ways these
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contradictions ask us to become reacquainted with these writers and the persistent appearance of
the girl at such moments of incongruity.
I have employed a reading practice attuned to the formal and self-reflexive aspects of the
nineteenth-century realist novel because this interpretive focus has repeatedly surprised me and
upset my preconceptions about certain authors and their novels. Trollope, for example, was not
an author I particularly liked when I first read one of his novels in graduate course work, but in
reading his autobiography, I discovered something other than the boring, conservative, stiffupper-lippy writer whom I had expected to find. Here was a delightfully perverse shoe fetish
and a complex series of identifications with the women in his novels and life. Though I might
have read Trollope‘s attitude towards his character, Lily Dale, in terms of historical and cultural
events like the Second Reform Bill, which passed in the same year Trollope left Lily unmarried
in The Last Chronicle of Barset (1867) and brought English women one step closer to the vote,
or Eliza Lynn Linton‘s 1868 article, ―The Girl of the Period,‖ which stoked pre-existing anxieties
about fast and degenerate English girls, the conclusions to be drawn from such juxtapositions
seemed predictable. Moreover, the girl‘s relationship to ―big‖ historic-political events and
problems, as I argue briefly in my chapter on Austen, is a fraught one. The girl—specifically the
white, middle-class girl who is about the only type of girl recognized in the novels I discuss—
often represents that which is antithetical to big concerns. Trivial, vapid, and privileged, she
remains safe from anything dangerous or exciting that happens in the world.17 This is certainly
part of the reasoning behind twentieth-century depreciations of Austen‘s novels as girls‘ books
whose author can impart no knowledge beyond that to be had about ―3 or 4 Families in a
Country Village‖ (Le Faye 275).
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George Eliot also has in mind the girl‘s triviality and her function as a figure for the
trivial in Daniel Deronda when she asks the following supremely rhetorical question about
Gwendolen Harleth:
Could there be a slenderer, more insignificant thread in human history than this
consciousness of a girl, busy with her small inferences of the way in which she could
make her life pleasant?—in a time, too, when ideas were with fresh vigour making armies
of themselves, and the universal kinship was declaring itself fiercely: when women on the
other side of the world would not mourn for the husbands and sons who died bravely in a
common cause, and men stinted of bread on our side of the world heard of that willing
loss and were patient: a time when the soul of man was waking to pulses which had for
centuries been beating in him unfelt, until their full sum made a new life of terror and joy.
What in the midst of that mighty drama are girls and their blind visions? They are the
Yea or Nay of that good for which men are enduring and fighting. In these delicate
vessels is borne onward through the ages the treasure of human affections. (124)
Dwarfed in importance compared to war, famine, intellectual enlightenment, and spiritual
awakening, girls with their ―small inferences‖ and ―blind visions‖ are ―insignificant‖ things
indeed—defining significant things by contrast. The solace of being an object ―for which men
are fighting and enduring‖ or a ―vessel‖ of abstract ―human affections‖ looks as unappealing as
girls‘ historical triviality, since these consolations similarly figure girls as empty things to be
filled with others‘ desires. Gwendolen certainly became a vessel of something more than
affection when F.R. Leavis infamously proposed cutting out the Jewish parts of Daniel Deronda
and reworking it into a new novel to be titled Gwendolen Harleth. But might not this response—
however grotesquely—reflect Eliot‘s interest in the way the girl figuralizes the question of value
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and the way others make her an emblem (or bludgeon) of value? Her novel carefully
counterpoints the story of a beautiful, self-absorbed English girl with the vast concerns of
cultural identity and Zionism. In this context, the white, middle-class girl seems both trivial and
excessively important. She is a site, much more so than a specific person, through which Eliot
challenges her readers to think about the nature of value itself.
Surveying multi-disciplinary feminist critical studies of girls when researching my
dissertation, I unexpectedly found the narrative of the girl‘s triviality in comparison to serious
issues reproduced, particularly in one study of girl‘s aggressive behavior. Refuting media
reports and pop-cultural representations of rampant mean girl behavior in the 2000s, feminist
sociologists Meda Chesney-Lind and Katherine Irwin conducted their own research on girls‘
aggression and concluded that ―[w]hile the severity of meanness is questionable, other injuries,
including those caused by racism and abuse, were not….Our interviews suggest that the media
has over-blown the significance of mean girls, ignored the larger context in which girls‘
friendships form, and, as a consequence, has deflected public attention away from larger
problems confronting girls in the new millennium‖ (5-6). While I agree that discrimination and
physical violence against girls constitute more pressing problems than hurt feelings and social
ostracism, the language of ―significance‖ and size (―larger problems‖) contributes to the message
that certain girls—white, financially comfortable, heterosexual girls who are legal citizens of the
United States—matter too much in the popular imagination, more than they actually matter or
should matter. The corrective required here is not the celebration of a subject position that is,
after all, quite privileged and protected, but a reconsideration of the way social (in)significance
has so frequently been figured through the girl for the past two centuries.
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Feminism, Girl Power, and the Nineteenth-Century British Novel
As the references to twentieth and twenty-first-century American pop-culture in this
introduction and the following chapters suggest, I am invested in spotlighting instances where we
can see the legacy of nineteenth-century literature and culture shaping current attitudes towards
the girl. These sites of inheritance are not investigated in a sustained fashion but are meant to
rupture any sense of the nineteenth-century novels under consideration being only benign objects
of contemplation—a mistake sometimes similarly made about the girl. These novels put many
of our own assumptions about girls and their niceness under a microscope. I also use this
referential practice that might be called anachronistic in order to acknowledge my own historical
situatedness in writing this dissertation. The increase of critical interest in girls over the past 15
years has a great deal to do with Third-Wave Feminism and the Girl Power movement that
emerged in the 1980s and 1990s when many scholars now writing about girls were coming of
age. What I have discovered about the girl and what makes me care about this figure, for better
and for worse, necessarily bears the influence of this historical moment and my experience of
grappling with its various texts about and for girls.
Third-Wave Feminism and Girl Power are both problematic ways of naming an
investment in the girl. The former term has also been used to describe a feminist auto-critique of
the tendency to assume a straight, white, middle-class, Western woman as the subject of
feminism. Girls and young women are only two of the categories concerned in this broadening
of feminism, but they often serve as the face of the ―new‖ feminism or ―post-feminist‖ age when
feminism has supposedly been rendered defunct because it has achieved all of its goals. Girl
Power, which did and does involve plenty of self-directed critical and creative work by girls and
young women also serves as the catch-all designation for a wide-range of objects and
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experiences marketed to girls—magazines, clothes, toys, concerts, sports teams—that are
occasionally empowering, sometimes damaging, and almost always lucrative for the adults
selling them.18 Both of these ways of characterizing the girl‘s relation to feminism (admittedly
abbreviated accounts) treat her as a person whose subjectivity matters and as a shallow and silly
thing that represents the end of feminism or an easily-duped mark for adult manipulation. It is
the intersection and confusion of these opposing qualities in the girl that fascinates me most.
Reading nineteenth-century British novels, I see similar contradictions represented by and
ascribed to the girl. What I believe is most feminist about my project is its attempt to address the
girl‘s silliness as seriously as her aggression, not in the attempt to eliminate it or to endow it with
some sort of dignity but to consider the epistemological and political importance of this
feminized and frivolous category both inside and outside of the nineteenth-century novel.
Despite persistent reports of joyless, dogmatic feminists who will not allow a nasty word
to be said about women or a whiff of sexist discourse to go unrebuked in any literary text, plenty
of academic feminists and feminisms have done much to treat female abjection, frivolity, and
aggression with complex, thoughtful, and humorous analysis.19 It‘s true that the girl once
represented a type of abjection that many feminists wanted to foreclose. As Mary Celeste
Kearney notes in a 2009 review article on the development of Girls‘ Studies, ―feminists have a
lengthy tradition of uneasy identification and, sometimes, disidentification with the girl….in
response to women‘s common infantalization by heterosexual men, many feminists of the 1960s
and 1970s rejected the term ‗girl‘ because of its construction of women as incapable and
subordinate‖ (6, 10). While this choice is understandable—and unfortunately still necessary in
contexts where ―honey,‖ ―baby,‖ and ―sweetheart‖ constitute acceptable modes of address—it is
no longer the most pressing issue concerning feminist scholars about the girl and what she
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represents. A more interesting and recent focus of conversation about the girl involves her
persistent treatment as a figure for development. Specifically, the girl‘s importance insofar as
she becomes a woman or a feminist can be interpreted as another mode of the girl‘s abjection
because her value lies only in her as yet unrealized potential. As Jennifer Eisenhauer argues in
her essay, ―Mythic Figures and Lived Identities: Locating the ‗Girl‘ in Feminist Discourse,‖
―When the discussion of the ‗girl‘ or the representation and analysis of subjects identified as
‗girls‘ is rationalized as necessary for the future of feminism, or for the women these ‗girls‘
become, the ‗girl‘ remains defined in relation to the woman, her differences unacknowledged
and the complexity of the ‗girl‘s‘ construction oversimplified‖ (81). My readings of the girl‘s
role in the nineteenth-century novel also try to avoid this future-directed paradigm, noticing
instead the rich set of unresolved problems that nineteenth-century novelists metaphorize
through the girl‘s messy existence somewhere between child, woman, and adult. In this sense, I
am following Susan Fraiman‘s route in Unbecoming Women: British Women Writers and the
Novel of Development, ―imagin[ing] the way to womanhood not as a single path to a clear
destination but as the endless negotiation of a crossroads‖ (x). Thanks to studies like Fraiman‘s
that have carefully charted the ―deformation‖ and ―disorientation‖ of becoming a woman in
nineteenth-century novels and culture, I can spend more time focusing on the ways that girl
characters distort the form and function of various novels and disorient familiar nineteenthcentury values such as innocence, selflessness, usefulness, and sympathy (xi).
The subsequent discussions of the girl‘s role in the novel can be divided roughly into two
major concerns: littleness and fetishism. The first two chapters examining novels by Jane
Austen and Charles Dickens trace the girl‘s association with littleness, a condition of limitation
and a quality that certain girls use to their advantage. For Austen, the girl‘s littleness is
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synonymous with the pettiness of triviality and meanness. The narrational structure of free
indirect discourse—through which a narrator imitates the diction and tone of a character‘s
thoughts, giving readers a sense of privileged access to that character‘s foibles—elevates Austen
to the ultimate mean girl who belittles others in order to establish her uncontested reign over a
narrow fictional world. But Austen also claims the littleness of the girl and the female author as
her own, making it central to her art. Dickens appears less suspicious of girls‘ littleness, even
celebrating it as a sign of their self-abnegating instinct to put others before themselves. The
―little‖ girls idealized in his novels for their modesty, selflessness, and innocence, however,
display an acute awareness of their own cultural capital. They share with their creator a highly
theatrical, if less flamboyant, attention to the benefits of crowd-pleasing self-presentation.
My linkage of the girl to fetishism in the novels of Anthony Trollope and George Eliot
might be presumed to indicate an investigation of the girl‘s sexualization in Victorian culture,
but my most explicit discussions of the girl as an erotic object and a sexual subject appear in
chapters one and two. The fetishism I delineate in Trollope‘s and Eliot‘s novels actually names a
clot or breakdown in the operating systems and fundamental concerns of their novels, figured in
different ways by the girl. In the nineteenth century (as in the next two centuries) fetishism
popularly designates a dangerous or silly over-investment in an object or idea. Both of these
novelists devote a great deal of interest and space in their writings to concepts that these same
writings suggest may be unworkable despite being central to the author‘s identity. Trollope‘s
thoroughgoing attachment to utility—whether exemplified by the efficient production of novels
or dependability in a non-literary profession—turns utility into a fetish. He obsessively
calculates and re-calculates the value of utility in his novels through the girl‘s progress in the
marriage plot, which must be attenuated or interrupted in order for a novel to be produced.
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Leaving one popular heroine unwed, he contemplates the provoking evidence that her very
uselessness and ―wasted‖ life make her valuable to his readers. Eliot depicts a material fetish in
The Mill on the Floss when she uses this term for the doll that Maggie Tulliver mutilates to
assuage her childhood outrage. Complex imaginative identifications and displacements unfold in
Maggie‘s violence towards this doll, which represents herself as well as the adults who correct
her unfeminine behaviors. Through this scene of a girl‘s resistance to female socialization, I
argue, Eliot questions whether sympathy—a central tenet of her fiction and a formative
preoccupation for Maggie as a young woman—may arise through the same violent structures as
more primal feelings of aggression.
Chapter One, ―Reading (Austen) Like a Girl,‖ lays out several ways to interpret the term
―girl‖ as a subject position as well as explaining the motivations and strategies of reading like a
girl. Looking at a longstanding critical tradition of reading Austen‘s readers, I define reading in
Austen‘s novels and of Austen‘s novels as an activity inseparable from stupidity. The girls at the
center of her novels frequently occupy the position of a naïve reader who does not recognize her
interpretive errors, but the heroines—like many devoted Austen readers—become paranoid
readers anxious to avoid stupidity by honing their reading skills and self-reflexively turning their
interpretive errors into signs of their developmental progress. The aggression directed at the girl
in this chapter includes the misogyny and homophobia frequently involved in constructing
Austen‘s readers as girls, but it perhaps more surprisingly involves Austen‘s own meanness to
the girl. By putting a series of letters from Austen to two of her nieces in conversation with these
girls‘ writings about Austen, I attempt to explain what this ―girls‘‖ novelist might mean by
asserting that ―One does not care for girls till they are grown up‖ (Le Faye 276). In part, this
statement constitutes a test of its reader‘s intelligence, a ―quiz‖ that at least one of these aspiring
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writers responded to with self-defensive love and the destruction of her own manuscript draft of
a novel. But Austen and the nieces who wrote about her also leave behind some suggestions for
how to survive life and make art when you are a girl who cannot or will not grow up.
In Chapter Two, ―Dickens‘s Little Women: Cute as the Dickens,‖ I investigate another
sort of survival story in the pinched and virtuous lives led by Little Nell and Little Dorrit. Nell,
of course, dies at the end of The Old Curiosity Shop, but the survival skill set each girl possesses
includes more than the physical capability to withstand starvation and exhaustion over a long
period of time. These corporeal feats only magnify what might be called their spiritual
strength—if the idea of spirituality does not jar too harshly with the manipulation and retribution
these girls achieve by emphasizing their selflessness and vulnerability. This is not to say that
Amy and Nell are the devious and sadistic villains of their respective stories. Their behavior, as
I attempt to demonstrate, is influenced by highly problematic family arrangements and cultural
expectations of female self-abnegation. What is perhaps most interesting about these good little
women—whose self-abnegation both flattens and physically deforms them as characters—is how
they help us to understand the logic that shapes and disfigures Dickens‘s distinctively cute
characters. Cuteness is a quality not just of quaintness and charm but of mental acuity. Being
cute also means being acute, as Nell and Amy are in the shrewd calculations they make when
presenting themselves to an audience—much like their creator. Dickens‘s own cuteness as a
showman in his novels and in the public readings and private theatricals he staged has to do
largely with the appeal of his characters. The intense popularity of what Alex Woloch calls
Dickens‘s ―distorted‖ minor characters reflects the acuteness of cuteness: Dickens‘s insight that
mangled and damaged characters elicit audience attachment that is simultaneously nurturing,
sadistic, and reassuring to the reader/viewer‘s contrasting sense of full personhood.20 Moreover,
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like his good little women who work so hard to be pleasing, Dickens knows that being cute
sometimes means risking your own violent self-deformation in order to get the response you
desire.
The realism of Trollope‘s characters stands in contrast to Dickens‘s characters, who often
seem on the verge of transmogrification into ticking clocks, puffing steam-engines, or selfswallowing grotesques.21 Trollope objected to the inhumanity of Dickens‘s characters, while
recognizing their power to please the reading public and sell novels: ―It has been the peculiarity
and marvel of this man‘s power, that he has invested his puppets with a charm that has enabled
him to dispense with human nature‖ (An Autobiography 248). Though Trollope‘s characters
might appear less puppet-like and less prone to anthropomorphism than Dickens‘s distinctive
visions of the way human beings look to each other, Trollope has his own style of turning people
into objects and machines. In my third chapter, ―If the Shoe Fits…Trollope and the Girl,‖ I knot
together Trollope‘s repeated metaphorization of utility and reliable value in terms of shoes with
the prolonged story of his heroine, Lily Dale, who buys a pair of shoes instead of pairing herself
in marriage. In Trollope‘s autobiography, the cobbler regularly churning out pairs of shoes acts
as a privileged metaphor for responsible authorship. But this rhetorical conflation of shoes and
novels throws one of many clogs into Trollope‘s utilitarian theories of the novel and authorship.
Most significantly, the novel-cum-pair-of-shoes runs less efficiently in the dominant narrative of
the nineteenth century, the marriage plot. Though it aims to pair two people, this narrative is the
girl‘s story: her compulsory ambition and primary occupation in most nineteenth-century novels.
The girl, who is as much a mechanical component of the novel as a person, fascinates and
irritates Trollope because she upsets his notion of utility as inherently valuable and therefore jars
the sense of self-worth he lodges in his own efficiency as a novelist and postal employee. Lily
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Dale‘s marital impasses endeared her to the reading public, as Trollope records in his
autobiography, making her a hot literary commodity if not the useful wife she hopes to become
at the outset of The Small House at Allington. Trollope‘s sustained fictional and critical
engagement with Lily and other female figures from his novels and life interrogates the
gendering of utility in Victorian culture and locates the girl as a figure for the instability of value
not only in its economic and utilitarian forms but in terms of human worth.
Closing this study of the girl in the nineteenth-century British novel with George Eliot
offers a counterpoint to its opening chapter on Jane Austen, since Eliot represents a type of ―big‖
girl in relation to Austen‘s self-acknowledged littleness. Eliot‘s worldliness—construed as the
geographical sprawl of her novels; their broad range of reference to science, politics, history, and
literature; and their lofty analytical discourse—certainly exceeds that of Dickens or Trollope.
Yet in one fashion, Eliot remains in Austen‘s territory by writing about clever provincial girls
and their difficult initiation into womanhood and the ways of the world. Chapter Four, ―George
Eliot and Maggie: Fetishism, Sympathy, and Silliness,‖ regards Maggie‘s violent behavior
towards her fetish doll as a primal scene in Eliot‘s theorization of sympathy. Maggie‘s use of the
doll to vicariously punish and then soothe those who have punished her suggests that
compassionate connection may be established through the same structures by which humans
express more primitive aggression towards others. Because of the similarities between Maggie‘s
girlhood and Eliot‘s, I discuss the masochism (or self-aggression) of Maggie‘s early death and
failure to realize the artistic and personal achievements of ―George Eliot.‖ What remains most
autobiographical about The Mill on the Floss, however, is its painstaking critique of the structure
of sympathy that explicitly informs the depiction of human relations in so many of Eliot‘s
novels. This chapter concludes with a reading of Eliot‘s views on feminine silliness that brings
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the dissertation full circle, back to a quality that also receives attention from Austen. In ―Silly
Novels by Lady Novelists,‖ Eliot (in)famously disparages women writers who produce novels
out of a sense of misguided self-importance that prevents critical self-evaluation. No one could
accuse Eliot of avoiding auto-critique. In fact, her earnest self-monitoring constitutes another
form of silliness for some of her late-Victorian detractors. Eliot, as I try to show, risks the
silliness of taking herself too seriously in her early unpublished verse and in her decision to write
novels. Both as a girl taking herself seriously and as a woman novelist writing about a girl who
takes herself seriously in The Mill on the Floss, Eliot confronts the potentially anti-sympathetic
solipsism of self-regard. She also commits herself to theorizing the silliness and complicated
niceness of the girl. And this, finally, is the commitment I have attempted to uphold in writing
my dissertation.
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Chapter 1
Reading (Austen) Like a Girl
In an 1814 letter to her niece Anna Austen, Jane Austen evaluates the early chapters of
Anna‘s first attempt at a novel, encouraging her to continue writing and narrowing her story:
You are now collecting your People delightfully, getting them exactly into such a spot as
is the delight of my life;—3 or 4 Families in a Country Village is the very thing to work
on—& I hope you will write a great deal more, & make full use of them while they are so
very favourably arranged. You are but now coming to the heart & beauty of your book;
till the heroine grows up, the fun must be imperfect (Le Faye 275).
One of Austen‘s few extant statements on the novel, this particular piece of advice to an
ambitious niece has been cited as evidence of Austen‘s decision to forgo writing about the world
at large and train her art on the local and, arguably, more trivial world of the country gentry in
England at the turn of the nineteenth-century.22 While this letter indeed preaches an ethic of
limitation, it does so not only geographically but also in terms of the girl‘s relation to the novel,
whether as a heroine on a tightly scheduled path to adulthood, or, as it turns out, a writer and
interpreter of the novel:
I hope when you have written a great deal more you will be equal to scratching out some
of the past.—The scene with Mrs. Mellish, I should condemn; it is prosy & nothing to the
purpose—& indeed, the more you can find in your heart to curtail between Dawlish &
Newton Priors, the better I think it will be.—One does not care for girls till they are
grown up. (Le Faye 276)
Giving advice on writing novels, Austen nevertheless suggests that writing begins with reading,
with an interpretation of the novel‘s structure and its knowledge of affect. Anna, it seems, has
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not quite grasped that no one enjoys reading lengthy accounts of girls‘ pastimes—a misprision
that lumps her together with the girl characters who make the beginning of her novel tedious.
Despite showing some promise as a writer, Anna Austen fails to meet her aunt‘s criteria for a
well-structured novel, overinflating the importance and narrative duration of the heroine‘s
girlhood. Notwithstanding its notes of encouragement, Jane Austen‘s criticism implicates Anna
as a wearisome girl who is clueless about the form of the novel.
I want to notice two things about Austen‘s comments on her niece‘s writing. First, they
function as a test, gauging Anna‘s tractability to revision and her intelligence about the novel.
And second, they contain a note of aggression. In this instance, the aggression belongs to Austen
and is directed toward both her niece and immature heroines, but in this chapter I will
demonstrate that this hostility toward the girl is shared by Austen‘s characters and readers. It is
my contention that Austen recognizes and deploys the girl as a figure of naïveté through which
others achieve sadistic gratification. If Austen‘s reiterated admonishments against juvenile
heroines in her letter to Anna appear incongruous with a novelistic project that asks readers to
identify (or at least sympathize) with girls who have not yet acceded to the maturity conferred by
the telos of self-consciousness and the marriage plot, not to ―care for girls till they are grown up‖
does not translate to indifference but rather to fascinated irritation.23 Viewed in relation to the
prevalence of fools in Austen‘s novels and the charges of misreading that occupy much Austen
criticism, the girl‘s stupidity—beyond entertaining or annoying readers—produces an infectious
anxiety about intelligence. Characters, readers, and, importantly, even Austen, respond to the
perception of being evaluated with various forms of hostility. Attending to the aggression
experienced in and enacted by reading in Austen‘s novels and the reading of Austen‘s novels, I
argue that meanness is coextensive with the girl‘s cluelessness and triviality, insofar as ―mean‖
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means both cruel and of little importance. Practiced by the girl, as opposed to being simply
directed at her, meanness defends against and acknowledges the girl‘s petty status.

Not that Kind of Girl
It‘s difficult to determine precisely what age or stage of life signifies girlhood for Austen
in terms of her niece‘s novel because Anna Austen destroyed the manuscript several years after
Jane Austen‘s death. None of the letters to Anna in which Austen discusses Anna‘s manuscript
give a very clear sense of this novel‘s plot or structure. In the comments quoted above, Dawlish
and Newton Priors would appear to be, respectively, a town and a house where two of Anna‘s
girl characters live and between which their friendship causes (too) much communication.
Austen seems to be suggesting to Anna that very little of a novel should be occupied with the life
of a heroine before she comes out in society and can interact with eligible young men. Until this
point, the potential heroine remains only a girl, whose negligible interactions with the adult
world make her unremarkable to readers. For instance, Margaret Dashwood‘s story only
becomes interesting to readers like Sir John and Mrs. Jennings when, in the penultimate
paragraph of Sense and Sensibility, she ―had reached an age highly suitable for dancing, and not
very ineligible for being supposed to have a lover‖ (289). Entertaining themselves largely by
making girls squirm, Sir John and Mrs. Jennings serve as models for Austen‘s readers who have
learned that loving the girl means getting one‘s thrills from her embarrassment.24 But this pair
has nothing on Austen, who, as Deirdre Le Faye points out, fills the role of the ―agony aunt,‖
dispensing advice to her nieces, but also, taking this idiom more literally, doling out the anguish
(Jane Austen’s Letters xvii). Increasingly painful as Anna Austen marries and produces children
with bovine regularity—―Poor Animal, she will be worn out before she is thirty‖— Austen‘s
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epistolary statements to and about Anna suggest, as the nineteenth-century British novel
generally did, that one does not care much for girls after they have become married women (Le
Faye 336). Of course, the literary lifespan of the nineteenth-century heroine is notoriously short,
lasting from somewhere in her late teens (with perhaps a glance at her childhood) to her
marriage, which more often than not takes place in her late teens or early twenties. However, I
believe Austen suggests something more complicated than age parameters and narrative timing
in her epistolary statements about girls. Promising perfect fun for the reader and author in the
grown-up heroine, Austen constructs the girl as a figure at whose expense we have less boringly
faultless kinds of fun. Anna must make her girl characters play this role or wind up playing it
herself. While dense girls may offer ideal openings for sadistic gratification, this fun isn‘t so
perfect for the girl, and Anna‘s failures in composition illustrate that girlishness can infect the
author who shows any signs of imperfection. Austen, as I will argue below, experiences this
anxiety that she inflicts upon her niece, but she reworks it and turns it outward as the carefully
modulated hostility of wit.
Following Austen‘s lead, readers of her novels and of her legacy in popular culture have
consistently made the girl shorthand for stupidity in all of its guises.25 In a particularly salient
instance of this tendency, Boston Globe film critic, Ty Burr opines of the 2007 film Becoming
Jane, ―Girls (and other people) who like the Austen movies and miniseries but haven‘t yet
progressed to the novels will love it. But it‘s not Jane. […] the movie makes the understandable
mistake of treating the artist as one of her own creations. It‘s an appealing notion. All you have
to do to outgrow it is read.‖ Although in general agreement with Burr‘s distaste for this
depressingly sentimentalizing and infantilizing account of Austen‘s authorial evolution, I want to
note how he attempts to shift the frothy burden of the infantile and silly in this movie from
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Austen to girls. Becoming Jane appears, in his assessment, to have been produced from the same
juvenile perspective held by the audience that can misrecognize Austen as an Austen heroine.
Defending Austen from being (mis)read as a girl, Burr nevertheless treats her like a girl by
referring to her familiarly as Jane—as does the film. He fails to fully dissociate Austen from the
girlish milieu to which she is meant to be opposed by virtue of her intelligent artistry, adducing
some hesitation about Austen as a guarantor of adult concerns. The girl in this review stands for
immature taste and ―understandable‖ gullibility that the knowing regard with condescending
toleration. It‘s ―girls (and other people)‖—these ―other‖ girlish people presumably being women
and gay men?—who lap up easily digestible media concoctions of Jane Austen but can‘t be
bothered with the hard work of reading an Austen novel.26 For those who have read their
Austen, the reward is adulthood—that pinnacle of the progress and growth stunted in people who
admire the likes of Becoming Jane. In Burr‘s familiar platitude, serious reading offers the
promise of maturity.
Associating maturation with the development of self-conscious reading skills arguably
stands as a cornerstone of the novel and modern education. The narrative trajectory of Austen‘s
novels, as critics from C.S. Lewis to D.A. Miller have diversely illustrated, pivots on scenes of
reading in which the heroine recognizes and decides to correct her previous (mis)reading of
herself and the world.27 This type of epiphany marks the difference between the heroine who
becomes a woman and the female figures in Austen‘s novels who never consciously submit to
social constraints, thereby failing to progress beyond girlhood even if they are grown women.
Hence, in Pride and Prejudice, Mr. Bennet can imagine Mr. Bingley mistaking Mrs. Bennet for
one of her girls not only because she is ―as handsome as any of them‖ but because she remains as
―invariably silly‖ as the daughters whom Mr. Bennet deems ―silly and ignorant like other girls‖
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(295, 2). Very few of us, I suspect, identify in any sustained manner with Mrs. Bennet or her
three younger daughters, even if we would wish, like Elizabeth, to shield them from the
―amusement‖ Mr. Bennet finds in ―ignorance and folly‖ (180). But what would happen if we
lingered with the silly and ignorant, if we dared to read with them rather than as an attempt to
dispel them, if we refused for a moment the mantle of maturity that as careful readers of Austen
we may feel we already have won? What if we read Austen like a girl?
Reading Austen like a girl can be inflected several ways, including reading Austen‘s
novels from the subject position of a girl and reading Jane Austen as being or behaving like a
girl. To begin with, however, the title is intended to evoke the phrase, throwing like a girl. In
the American idiom, throwing like a girl, or, for that matter, doing almost anything like a girl,
means doing it poorly and embarrassingly. Reading like a girl, as per Burr, involves not only
mistaken and silly interpretations like believing in a blushing and lovesick Austen but also not
reading Austen‘s texts at all, substituting films and television for novels—that is, if the girl has
even heard of the novels. Burr‘s review of Becoming Jane also brings out the flexibility of the
term ―girl‖ in naming subject positions. The accusation of throwing like a girl is, after all,
directed mostly at boys and men whose failures in athletic technique result in an embarrassing
feminization. In general, the girl signifies humiliating failure, but the gradations of abjection and
depreciation subsumed by the term girl are quite broad, particularly in relation to an author
whose novels are described not only as being for girls but for ―exponents of urbanity,‖ nostalgic
saps, gay men, snobs callous to the social inequalities of nineteenth-century England, costume
drama fetishists, and people who like to ogle Colin Firth‘s trousers (Harding 166).28 Bringing
out the implicit homophobia against men dumb enough to flaunt their love of Austen in H.W.
Garrod‘s 1928 ―Jane Austen: A Depreciation,‖ Claudia Johnson explains, ―A man content to
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read novels by ‗a mere slip of a girl,‘ as Garrod describes [Austen], must be a mere slip of a girl
himself‖ (30). Despite the devaluation shared by the girl—―mere,‖ negligible, stupid—and the
male Janeites in Garrod‘s essay, there are still important distinctions between the young female
human beings we most readily recognize as girls and other kinds of girls. Some girlish women
and men, in Austen‘s novels and outside of them, retain the dignity and social clout (through
marriage, rank, or masculinity) which the girl never possesses.29 For example, Mr. Collins may
be a clever toady or an idiot who very poorly interprets others people‘s responses to him, but his
gender and profession secure him respect and autonomy that the much sharper Elizabeth Bennet
and Charlotte Lucas cannot hope to possess as unmarried young women from precariously
upper-middle-class families. Mr. Collins‘s ―tall, heavy looking‖ body—reassuringly diminished
in cinematic versions of Pride and Prejudice that consistently cast him as short or frail—
bespeaks his weight in the world despite his ―stupidity‖ and, along with the ―young olivebranch‖ Charlotte expects at the end of the novel, hints at the grossly corporeal aspects of the
marriage that Charlotte so rationally contracts for herself (48, 93, 278). He has legal and sexual
rights over his wife no matter how stupid he may be or how smart she is about hiding out in a
―backwards‖ room that holds less appeal for her husband than his own apartments (129).30
Stretching the approximal qualities of ―reading like‖ to the equivalency of ―reading as,‖
we can also read Austen as being a girl. In critical debates on gender and reading, the simile
―reading like a‖ has been deployed as an acknowledgement of what Diana Fuss calls the
―impersonation‖ involved in any act of reading ―as a‖ particular identity—this semantic choice
being meant to unblock some impasses of essentialism (―Reading Like a Feminist‖111). Yet a
phrase such as ―reading like a man,‖ even when used to indicate sensitivity to a history of
masculine bias in literary interpretation, strikes a very different note than the parallel expression,
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―reading like a girl.‖ The former evokes the macho ―take it like a man,‖ while the latter connotes
inadequacy. Reading ―as a‖ usually implies the dignified and self-conscious performance of a
particular subject position, but whether one reads Austen as being a girl (who began several of
her novels in her adolescence) or being like a girl (occasionally, strategically, or unintentionally),
the label ―girl‖ drains the merit from any identity it describes. Does the centrality of the girl in
Austen‘s novels, I want to ask, impact this author‘s mixed-reception as formidably intelligent
and pathetically negligible?
Reading Austen as being a girl seems at once ridiculous and right as illustrated by a Tshirt for sale on Amazon.com that reads (in pink letters of course) ―Obstinate, headstrong girl!
Jane Austen.‖ Removing the quotation marks from Lady Catherine de Bourgh‘s reproof to
Elizabeth Bennet, this garment causes confusion not only between invective and compliment but
between author and character, the type of sloppy conflation Burr points up in his review of
Becoming Jane. The catch-phrase also enunciates the schism in pop-cultural takes on Austen:
silly token of feminine culture whose efforts at self-assertion are pitifully cute and redoubtable
author whose wit and irony skewer the Lady Catherines of the world. One of the quintessential
writers of girls as well as a spinster—that superannuated version of the girl—who remained
financially and socially dependent upon family members for her entire life, Austen rather easily
collapses into the category of the girl in biographical terms despite the general acknowledgement
that her mastery of the novel‘s form and style is anything but juvenile.31 However, the limited
scope of her subject matter and her narratives about what H.W. Garrod calls ―everything in the
youth of women that does not matter‖ often appear as reasons for her classification as a novelist
―of the second order‖ (qtd. in Heydt-Stevenson 75, Southam Vol. 2 175).32
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In nearly two centuries of Austen criticism, reading Austen as being a girl has not been so
uncommon, particularly, as B.C. Southam points out, when interpreters cast her in the ―figure of
a ‗young girl‘ novelist‖ as an unconscious artist occupied with small matters and ―unfit to be
judged alongside writers engaged with the great issues of the hour‖ (Vol. 2 29). Intended as a
compliment, critical wonder at the miracle of a young, provincial girl writing witty and polished
literature also insults Austen by assuming she possessed no self-conscious critical relation to her
own writing. In his essay, ―Regulated Hatred: An Aspect of the Work of Jane Austen,‖ D.W.
Harding recurs twice to the image of Austen as unconsciously brilliant despite his powerful
argument that Austen‘s hostile satire provided ―a mode of existence for her critical attitudes,‖
which she could not safely express outside of the novels (170). Recognizing Austen as the
antithesis of the silly spinster, Miss Bates, whom Austen describes as possessing ―no intellectual
superiority to make atonement to herself, or frighten those who might hate her into outward
respect,‖ Harding understands the aggressive, compensatory, and self-defensive power of
intelligence for Austen (qtd. in Harding 169). Yet he can still diminish such insights by inserting
a contrasting version of Austen: ―In order to enjoy her books without disturbance those who
retain the conventional notion of her work [as nostalgic, limited, and wanly urbane] must always
have had slightly to misread what she wrote at a number of scattered points, points where she
took good care (not wittingly perhaps) that the misreading should be the easiest thing in the
world‖ (emphasis added 167). This depiction of an unconscious Austen is neither unique nor
especially vitriolic. In comparison with some of the essays in the 1963 collection in which it
appears, Harding‘s essay is genuinely sensitive and insightful about Austen‘s frustration and
discomfort with her restricted place in the world. Like so many other critical vacillations over
Austen‘s self-consciousness, however, this one puts her in the oblivious position of her heroines.
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Championing Austen‘s caustic intelligence, Harding arrogates it to himself by questioning her
intentionality at the points in his argument when Austen appears most shrewdly to calculate the
stupidities of her social world and her readers.
This repetitive response to Austen in which a compliment also conveys an insult doubles
a phenomenon in critical reception of the girl where a protective gesture entails an expression of
aggression against the precious object for the very frailty that necessitates protection. Trenching
on the 1990s revaluation of the term ―girl,‖ the ―Obstinate, head-strong girl!‖ t-shirt
demonstrates the often counterproductive efforts put into selling girl power, which tend to
amplify the girl‘s weakness the louder the cheerleading gets.33 Championing or aggressively
defending Austen as a girl brings out the vulnerability of this identity and the undesirability of
inhabiting it, inevitably allowing some aggression to reverse on anyone who occupies the
position of the girl. Indeed, bridling at Burr‘s schoolyard insult that girls are Austen‘s stupidest
readers, my own protective gesture toward the girl turns hostile not only when I make Burr the
girl by calling him a stupid reader but also when I too separate Austen from the dumb girls by
calling Becoming Jane infantilizing. And like Harding, my appreciation of Austen enlists a
paranoid critical consciousness as a mark of intelligence. In the critical gesture par excellence,
no one will catch me stepping unconsciously into traps that have previously been sprung on
others. This determination to rise above stupidity stems from the desire to avoid becoming the
humiliating object of criticism and redemption; such hostile self-defensiveness repeats itself
throughout this chapter and the texts it takes as its objects.
But, as Elizabeth Bennet learns in Pride and Prejudice, intelligence and suspiciousness
aren‘t foolproof safeguards against foolishness and stupidity, particularly because their
enactment tends to betray a certain amount of smartness anxiety that can be read as over-
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compensation. Deliberating with Jane over whether to withhold the truth about Wickham‘s prior
indiscretions from her family and the neighborhood, Elizabeth decides, ―Wickham will soon be
gone; and therefore it will not signify to anybody here, what he really is. Sometime hence it will
be all found out, and then we may laugh at their stupidity in not knowing before. At present I
will say nothing about it‖ (173). Anticipating the rush of intelligence standing over stupidity,
Elizabeth winds up ―unable to support herself‖ when Wickham later reveals himself to be more
calculating than she had imagined (209). Attempts to manage stupidity seem inevitably to go
awry, to dump any would-be smarty-pants into the structurally stupid and vulnerable position of
the girl. Providing the examples for this chapter of the girl‘s stupidity and certain girls‘
consequent meanness in Austen‘s novels, Pride and Prejudice could be described as a novel
about a girl‘s anxiety to be smart and her rage at being underestimated. Part of the pleasure in
reading this novel lies in watching Elizabeth Bennet suffer through and articulately resist Mr.
Darcy‘s snobbish pride, Mr. Collins‘s foolish pomposity, and Lady Catherine‘s grating
condescension. But for all of the smartness and wit that make Elizabeth the most popular
candidate among Austen‘s heroines for an authorial self-portrait, she will still be humiliated,
specifically, as Susan Fraiman argues, via the marriage plot that passes Elizabeth from father to
husband and ―takes her from shaping judgments to being shaped by them‖ (63). Indeed, setting
Elizabeth up to be embarrassed for the umpteenth time when she realizes she should have
blabbed about Wickham, Austen also sets Elizabeth up for matrimony. It is, after all,
Wickham‘s duping of Lydia that provides Darcy an opportunity to come to the rescue and gives
Elizabeth the opening to thank him and elicit his proposal.34 Lydia‘s stupidity and Elizabeth‘s
misprisions, as much as Elizabeth‘s wit, win Darcy‘s love and protection. Pride and Prejudice
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depends upon girls‘ stupidity for its narrative structure and its duplicitous interpellation of
readers as judges of that stupidity.

Stupid Girl
As my parsing of the title, reading (Austen) like a girl, demonstrates, it‘s difficult to keep
Jane Austen cordoned off from her novels and their concerns, even with parentheses. The
characteristics of the girl, as they are elicited in her (and sometimes his) attempts and failures at
reading, appear more clearly in a wide shot that situates the girl in relation to Austen and the
more general pressures of her narrative structure upon readers who stand in for the girl. While
this chapter will then inevitably recur to the historical personage and literary critical construction
named Jane Austen, its primary focus remains on the girl‘s relation to reading and what this
figure can tell us about the anxieties and aggressions experienced in reading. Although reading,
as I have illustrated, can be understood as the subject‘s evolutionary movement toward selfconsciousness, reading in Austen‘s novels also deceives and bruises the reader, revealing her
stupidity without necessarily granting as a reward for these hard knocks the security of
epistemological certainty.
My investigation of the girl as a figure for failures in reading draws on Avital Ronell‘s
theorization of stupidity, which connects epistemology and affect. ―Even if you‘re not violent by
temperament and are mild-mannered,‖ Ronell observes, ―you are aroused by the really stupid.
You go after them. You want to pin them down, write about and torture, fix them‖ (83). This
kind of brutally analytic writing is Jane Austen‘s writing, and part of the pleasure in reading such
writing lies in its proffering of the girl as a guarantee that there will always be someone dumber
than us, who needs to be corrected, or, as Ronell suggests, ―fix[ed].‖35 As Terry Castle writes of
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Emma, ―we enjoy Emma because she is smart and she is good; but we positively dote on her
mistakes because they allow us to feel superior‖ (qtd. in Nachumi 136). Moreover, Austen
motivates the aggression and erotics (as Ronell‘s terminology implies) ―aroused‖ by stupidity to
keep her readers, like Elizabeth Bennet, on tenterhooks, waiting for the release the other‘s
stupidity provides. The sadism of reading, that is to say, always includes the possibility of
shading into sexual gratification, which is what Eve Sedgwick shows us about our reading habits
in her essay, ―Jane Austen and the Masturbating Girl.‖ Describing the critical gaze directed at
the heroines of Austen‘s novels by both other characters and a narrator who shape readers‘
responses to these girls, Sedgwick describes this routing of perspective as ―the chains of readerrelations constructed by the punishing girl-centered moral pedagogy and erotics of Austen‘s
novels‖ (833). The stupidity of the girl generates sadistic enjoyment for those who can see what
she cannot, but Austen and Sedgwick spotlight the stingy prurience of this interpretive byproduct or what might better be described as the barely secret motive for interpretation. The
excitement of nailing the girl as stupid can sour, however, by virtue of the very chains of reader
relations that permit this pleasure, because reading is such a highly contingent activity in
Austen‘s novels that the novel reader always risks repeating the very error she critiques.
Accordingly, the aggression toward the stupid that Ronell outlines in her book, Stupidity, can
sound like nothing so much as a preemptive form of self-defense against one‘s own potential
stupidity.
Exploring ―the limits of the knowable‖ that hazily mark the place in thought where
stupidity begins, Ronell links reading with stupidity because the act of reading, understood as
elucidation, cannot fully organize or resolve the problem of the unknowable, which could be
loosely defined as the gaps and excesses produced by any encounter with a text (46, 68). For
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Ronell, reading should be opposed to interpretation even though the two terms are often used
interchangeably:
Interpretation masters interference and the contingencies of textual disturbance. It does
not allow for the stammers and stalls that reading […] necessarily confronts. Reading
enters the zone of nonunderstanding and tries at some level to manage the distress that
the text releases. The style of management has little to do with repression, however,
which would be the favored house policy of interpretation. (103)
Interpretation closes down and covers over the confusion that reading opens up. Reading attends
to the unanswerable questions a text springs on its reader as well as to the reader‘s affective
response (―distress‖) to unintelligibility. Reading never brings anyone to irrefutable knowledge;
it‘s more likely to bring us to tears or slightly hysterical laughter at its vaudevillian failures.
Paradoxically then, reading, in its adaptability and hesitation to advance an absolute answer, is
smart in its acceptance of stupidity while interpretation is truly stupid. Such esoteric concerns
about the reliability of epistemology may seem far from Jane Austen‘s métier, but they subtly
structure the reading strategies of her smartest and therefore most paranoid characters (and
readers). Elizabeth Bennet, revealing to Jane that Mr. Darcy may be a better man than she
thought, mocks her own misreading of Darcy so as to diminish the earnestness of her
commitment to her first impressions: ―And yet I meant to be uncommonly clever in taking so
decided a dislike to him, without any reason. It is such a spur to one‘s genius, such an opening
for wit to have a dislike of that kind‖ (172). Employing the smart tactic of pointing out her own
stupidity, Elizabeth self-defensively defuses her interpretive error with wit. In Ronell‘s terms,
she moves from interpretation to reading, emphasizing the ―distress‖ of misinterpreting Darcy as
a means to keep up a mobile reading practice and to avoid rigid interpretive stupidity. Her
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stylish and hyperconscious self-monitoring and revision constitute one means of negotiating life
in the Bennet household, whose patriarch is a great reader not only of books but of the follies
committed by his family and neighbors. Indeed, Mr. Bennet‘s pleasure in teasing and assessing
his daughters and wife strongly resembles the strand of Austen criticism that Sedgwick identifies
by its ―unresting exaction of the spectacle of a Girl Being Taught a Lesson‖—a lesson not taught
with the aim of improving her (though this may be the alibi) but with the ulterior motive of
enjoying the spanking (833).
While stupidity may be located in and enacted by different figures, as it is in both
Ronell‘s critical work and Austen‘s novels, the girl significantly haunts Ronell‘s man-and-boyheavy text as a nearly illegible instance of stupidity that calls out to be read.36 Most noticeably,
Ronell‘s expressions of her own sensations of stupidity37 resonate with exclamations like ―That
will stop a girl in her tenure tracks. Not that I had a job at the time‖ (120). This screeching halt
(or halting screech?) comes in response to a recounting of the moment in her early career when
Paul de Man told her that Goethe, an author in whom she was critically invested, ―‗could be so
stupid‘‖ (120). Jobless, female, and rebuked by de Man, how could one feel anything other than
a stupid girl? Ronell‘s references to herself as a girl come across as off-handed comic relief, but
they also serve as a form of auto-critique, implicating her in stupidity rather than constructing the
author as someone who masters it.38 But, like Elizabeth Bennet, Ronell also recognizes selfmockery as an effective means of aligning oneself with agile and pliable reading rather than rigid
adherence to epistemological correctness of interpretation. Defining oneself as a stupid girl
circumscribes that stupidity and makes it an object that can be controlled by the nascent subject
when she recognizes her former naïveté. If the girl remains under-theorized in Ronell‘s book,
however, this unfinished business only underlines her point that reading is never finished. Thus,
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as the terms of her chapter, ―The Rhetoric of Testing,‖ imply, reading acts as a hellish kind of
perpetual pop-quiz.
Likewise, reading in Austen‘s novels and of Austen‘s novels frequently functions as a
test. In Pride and Prejudice, Miss Bingley uses reading as a measure of Elizabeth‘s anti-social
cloddishness in one of her many attempts to smear her rival for Darcy‘s attentions. While
nursing Jane at Netherfield, Elizabeth chooses to read a book rather than enter a card game,
which provokes Mr. Hurst‘s ―astonishment‖ and Miss Bingley‘s snide comment that ―Miss Eliza
Bennet […] despises cards. She is a great reader and has no pleasure in anything else‖ (27).
Intended to expose Elizabeth‘s social stupidity, this evaluation falls apart for a number of
reasons, one of them being Darcy‘s subsequent rewriting of its rules when he prescribes that a
truly accomplished woman should complete her talents and graces with ―something more
substantial, the improvement of her mind by extensive reading‖ (29). Many other characters in
Austen‘s novels share Darcy‘s solemn faith in reading as a reliable sign of substance. As early
as Austen‘s juvenile novel fragment Catherine, the heroine auditions a potential new best friend
by her taste in reading: ―Eager to know that their sentiments as to Books were similar, she very
soon began questioning her new Acquaintance on the subject‖ (192). Marianne Dashwood uses
the same tactic—in a manner perhaps less wily that tutorial—to assess Willoughby‘s credentials
as a lover. And Northanger Abbey surely includes one of Austen‘s greatest scenes of testing and
instruction in Catherine Morland‘s comparison of her favorite books with the Tilney‘s preferred
reading.39
As Agnes Repplier noted in 1891, such reading tests extend to readings of Austen by her
readers and cultural readings of Austen readers. Readers‘ responses to Austen‘s works, much to
Repplier‘s chagrin, had come to serve as a token of personal intelligence that would perversely
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gratify their author: ―Only, when we are searching for a shibboleth by which to test our
neighbor‘s intellectual worth, let not Jane Austen‘s be the name, lest we be rewarded for our
trouble by hearing the faint, clear ripple of her amused laughter—that gentle, feminine, merciless
laughter—echoing softly from the dwelling-place of the immortals‖ (Southam Vol. 2 206).
Implying that Austen would find it ridiculous to make the appreciation of her novels a measure
of intelligence (because they are not about intelligent people or topics?), Repplier imagines her
laughing at such stupidity about the purpose of her work. There is, it seems, no escaping
stupidity in relation to Austen even when one eschews using her novels as an intelligence test.
The ―merciless‖ laughter of this examiner haunts not just the scene of testing but the perception
of a test existing at all. Moreover, Repplier does use Austen to evaluate (false) intelligence—
significantly through the figure of the girl—when she observes that ―It is not very encouraging to
see a bright little girl of ten making believe she enjoys Miss Austen‘s novels, and to hear her
mother‘s complacent comments thereon, when we realize how exclusively the fine, thin
perfection of Miss Austen‘s work appeals to the mature observation of men and women, and how
utterly out of harmony it must be with the crude judgment and expansive ideality of a child‖
(Southam Vol. 2 206-207). Acting as its own kind of ―crude judgment,‖ this portrait of the
priggish little girl pretending to an appreciation of Austen as proof of her maturity once again
inscribes the girl as the biggest loser in the battle of wits. Overemphasizing one‘s intelligence
signals its deficiency as well as the show-off‘s neediness of recognition—as Repplier herself
understands but also enacts through the subtle self-promotion of her superiority to the petty
antics of testing.
Like Repplier and Ronell, Jane Austen knows a thing or two about testing and quizzing.
As the hundreds of on-line tests and quizzes on Austen‘s novels and characters imply, one can
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never know enough about Austen—this ‗enough‘ serving as the ever-skyrocketing ante in the
unwinnable game of becoming intimate with Austen.40 In Austen‘s novels, however, ‗quiz‘
functions more frequently as a verb than a noun, denoting acts of teasing, ridicule, or the
exposure of another‘s oddities.41 Her narrator‘s business is quizzing, and various characters
share this occupation on a smaller scale. Upon Mr. Collins‘s arrival at Longbourn, Mr. Bennet
uses the thick-headed Collins as a prop in the dinner theater he stages mostly for his own
pleasure, but requiring ―an occasional glance at Elizabeth‖ to confirm his success at sending up
the apparently oblivious Collins (51). Acting like the narrator of Austen‘s novels, Mr. Bennet
manipulates Mr. Collins into exposing his ―servility and self-importance‖ with Elizabeth
occupying the part of the novel reader who can appreciate the foolishness laid bare before her
without the character‘s knowledge (48).
While Mr. Collins receives the strange blessing of being too stupid to recognize his role
as a comic flunkey, more perceptive characters and readers display a range of affective responses
to testing that can all be categorized as forms of hostility. Returning to Anna Austen‘s
embroilment in a test set by her aunt, we can recall that Austen evaluates not just Anna‘s
characters but Anna as reader of the novel. The girl is an index of ignorance in Austen‘s letter to
her niece, and this letter associates Anna with the tedious girls in the early chapters of the novel
she is writing. Whether Anna recognized this conflation and what her response to this appraisal
may have been, we only know indirectly. In the late nineteenth century, Anna‘s daughter,
Fanny-Caroline Lefroy, recorded her own explanation of why her mother gave up working on
the manuscript she had shared with Jane Austen:
With no Aunt Jane to read, to criticise and to encourage it was no wonder the MS every
word of which was so full of her, remained untouched. Her sympathy which had made
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the real charm of the occupation was gone and the sense of loss made it painful to write.
The story was laid by for years and then one day in a fit of despondency burnt. I
remember sitting on the rug and watching its destruction amused with the flames and the
sparks which kept breaking out in the blackened paper. In later years when I expressed
my sorrow that she had destroyed it she said she could never have borne to finish it, but
incomplete as it was Jane Austen‘s criticisms would have made it valuable‖ (Le Faye
433).
From the low-angle perspective of a little girl, we see the despair of a mourner for a lost mentor
as well that despair turned masochistically inward against the failed apprentice who burns the
testament to her own literary labor. This depiction of Anna Austen‘s love for her aunt also
encodes hostility insofar as Fanny-Caroline casts her mother‘s relationship to Jane Austen as one
of sympathy and sociability rather than intellectual exchange. Both protecting and devaluing her
mother, Fanny-Caroline implies that Anna could hardly have been a target of either Austen‘s
serious criticism or her sincere encouragement because Anna regarded her aunt (as Austen, in
turn, it is insinuated, regarded her niece) only through the lens of familial affection. And perhaps
Anna herself employed love as a form of self defense and hostile rebuke against the aunt who
became more overtly critical of her and her writing once she succumbed to the demands of
married life and motherhood.42 The anxieties of failure and stupidity that arise in response to the
perception of being tested translate into hostility that can express itself in tenacious love and selflacerating despair as well as more recognizable forms of aggression. What I find most
fascinating about Fanny-Caroline‘s rendering of her mother‘s relationship to Austen, however, is
the way she uses the naïveté of the little girl to cover over the meanness of the conclusion that
Anna Austen‘s manuscript was valuable (only) by virtue of containing ―Jane Austen‘s
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criticisms.‖ It is not, in the end, a little girl who takes pleasure in the pyrotechnics of Anna‘s
aspirations going up in smoke; it is a middle-aged spinster, Fanny-Caroline Lefroy, who became
the published author that her mother did not. Sounding very much like her great-aunt Jane,
Fanny-Caroline depicts the girl‘s translation of intellectual anxiety into hostility, whether that
girl is herself, her mother, or Jane Austen. In order to account for this mean girl behavior, I want
to linger for a moment with the structuring of epistemological anxiety that emerges around
reading in Austen‘s novels and that generates the meanness of the mean girl.
According to the logic of her aunt‘s letter, Anna Austen‘s ontological position oscillates
between a writer of novels, a reader of the novel, and a character in a novel, consequently
embodying one of the problems of reading that this chapter seeks to address: the question of who
is reading.43 The collapse of character, reader, and author in Anna Austen‘s subject position
reminds us that reading is performed in the novel (often simultaneously) from all three of these
vantage points. Who then, does the critic name as the reader when she says ―reading‖? This
question illuminates the epistemological hierarchies that structure many scenes in Austen‘s
novels. For instance, depicting Jane and Elizabeth Bennet‘s postmortem on the Meryton ball,
Austen puts Jane‘s admiration for the Bingley sisters in dialogue form but shifts into free indirect
discourse to give the reader Elizabeth‘s unfettered opinion of these women: ―Elizabeth listened
in silence, but was not convinced; their behavior at the assembly had not been calculated to
please in general; and with more quickness of observation and less pliancy of temper than her
sister, and with a judgment too unassailed by any attention to herself, she was very little disposed
to approve them‖ (10). Critically assessing the manners of the Bingley sisters and the credulity
of her sister, Elizabeth herself undergoes a reading by Austen in the seamless shift of this
sentence from free indirect discourse to the detached evaluative tones of the narrator who exits
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Elizabeth‘s mind through the placement of a second semi-colon. Approval for Elizabeth‘s
―quickness of observation‖ diminishes under Austen‘s insinuation that Elizabeth‘s critical
perception could be erased with flattery. The sense of hierarchy generated in this scene results
largely from its configuration as a judgment of a judgment, and a muted hostility emerges
through the structure of narration by which Austen allows her readers to know not only what
characters think but also how correct they are in their beliefs. Thus, D.A. Miller defines the
ontology of all Austen characters: ―to be slapped silly by a narration whose constant battering,
however satisfying—or terrifying—to readers, its recipient is kept from even noticing‖ (71).
Sitting ducks, Austen‘s characters make easy targets for the readerly sadism she promotes. And,
as Reginald Farrer notes, the girls at the center of these novels most frequently fill this role:
―Jane Austen loves to have her heroine taken in, either by herself or some one else; so that the
author and reader can enjoy a private smile together‖ (Southam Vol. 2 261). Acknowledging the
allure of being admitted to Austen‘s clique, I would give primacy to the terror that Miller
registers in reading Austen, because exclusivity relies upon intolerance rather than affiliation.
The privilege of the ―private smile‖ depends upon an author who has perfected the back-stabbing
art of making condemnatory praise sound convivial.
Anxious about demonstrating the silliness that provokes a slap, some Austen readers fear
being ―taken in‖ like the heroine. Of course, awareness that one can be duped by Austen is
precisely what separates the novel reader from the character, making the paranoid Austen reader
‗smarter‘ than the blindly adoring Janeite. Indeed, the much-abused Janeite bears a name both
feminized and familiar—first names being used for children and people of minor social
importance—which makes her or him an apt heroine surrogate. Rather than attempting to grade
the intelligence of various Austen circles, however, I would prefer to observe that the contentious
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arguments for possession of Austen‘s meaning betray intense apprehensions not just about
knowledge but about intelligence as an indicator of personal worth.44 It might be important to
recall here that stupid, in Jane Austen‘s lexicon as well as the modern idiom, means tedious and
worthless as well as unintelligent.
Persistently feminized, stupidity repeatedly traces back to the girl. The title, reading
Austen like a girl, as I indicated above, can be construed as reading Austen‘s novels from the
subject position of a girl inside or outside of Austen‘s novels. Given the abject and clueless
status of the girl in so many Austenian tableaux, regarding the novels from this perspective raises
the question of whether reading Austen like a girl is a choice or, as I would argue, a stance
imposed upon the reader particularly by way of Austen‘s famous free indirect discourse. This
narrative effect, in which the narrator approximates the tone of a character‘s thought processes—
often so as to emphasize what that character does not see or mis-sees about herself or her
society—invites readerly affiliation with the narrator that can be uncomfortably ruptured by this
same guiding voice. That is to say, we sometimes recognize that the smartness we feel in
ourselves when reading Austen is only borrowed; and like all loans, it exacts a price. For
instance, in the semi-autobiographical opening to his Jane Austen, or the Secret of Style, Miller‘s
story of the queer boy outed by his love of Austen suggests that Austen makes girls of us all as
the consequence for mistaking her smartness as our own. If, for the juvenile reader of Austen,
the public spectacle of ―being read reading‖ Austen enforces the ―mutual alienation of ‗girls‘
and ‗boys,‘‖ to be a boy reading Austen is also already to be a girl, to be alienated from the
category of the boy without the girl‘s biological capacity to achieve dignity through an accession
to Womanhood (Miller 2). More hopelessly girlish than the girl, what is particularly foolish
about this boy, according to Miller, is his desire to faithfully duplicate Austen‘s style, to be
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Austen, rather than choosing the cleverer tactic of performing her wit and knowingness in a style
of one‘s own (6-7).45 In a maneuver characteristic of Elizabeth Bennet, Miller turns this mistake
into the occasion for a dexterous self-revision; the hostile response to his naïve and unguarded
expression of love becomes the genesis of his own breathtaking critical work on Austen.
But if this particular instance of critical brilliance turns upon the fruitful paranoia of a
backward glance at a stupider self, reading Austen therefore never quite lets us escape our less
than ideal-egos. Late in Pride and Prejudice, for example, Elizabeth Bennet encounters a double
of her own prior romantic illiteracy when an unnamed girl hinders Mr. Darcy‘s communication
with Elizabeth by interpreting it as unwanted. This girl becomes the signifier of the stupid
reading that Elizabeth Bennet and many of Austen‘s readers live in fear of performing.
Elizabeth, eager to rekindle Darcy‘s affections when the gentlemen join the ladies after a dinner
at Longbourn, finds her desires obstructed by this anonymous girl:
―If he does not come to me, then,‖ said [Elizabeth], ―I shall give him up for ever.‖
The gentlemen came; and she thought he looked as if he would have answered her
hopes; but, alas! the ladies had crowded round the table, where Miss Bennet was making
tea, and Elizabeth pouring out the coffee, in so close a confederacy, that there was not a
single vacancy near her, which would admit of a chair. And on the gentlemen‘s
approaching, one of the girls moved closer to her than ever, and said, in a whisper,
―The men shan‘t come and part us, I am determined. We want none of them; do we?‖
Darcy had walked away to another part of the room. She followed him with her eyes,
envied every one to whom he spoke, had scarcely patience enough to help anybody to
coffee; and then was enraged against herself for being so silly!
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―A man who has once been refused! How could I ever be foolish enough to expect a
renewal of his love?‖ (259-260)
This scene produces an erotics of distancing. Elizabeth‘s rage at the interruption of Mr. Darcy‘s
approach by the anonymous girl also reads as heightened arousal. But more importantly, the
situation establishes a hierarchy of reading. Resistant, or even oblivious, to the objective of
mixed company interactions at a dinner party, the girl (mis)reads what she perceives as a male
interruption of female sociality. To paraphrase: ―Boys are icky!‖ Julia Prewitt Brown quite
differently interprets this girl as a ―coquette‖ who wants Darcy for herself, arguing that
―Elizabeth, who is by now maturely engaged by Darcy‘s presence in both mind and body, is
beyond the vulgarity of such power games‖ (311). Since the people of Meryton and Longbourn
think so poorly of Darcy despite his money, I would lean toward describing the girl as naïve
rather than salaciously calculating. Regardless of this girl‘s state of mind, Brown‘s ascription of
maturity to Elizabeth appears a bit forced considering the junior high dance quality of this
episode in which Elizabeth winds up feeling ―silly‖ after rather dramatically deciding it‘s now or
never for her and Darcy.
However, I do believe this scene sets in motion a power game that encourages reader
participation. The anonymous girl‘s denseness about the marriage plot unfolding around her
causes Elizabeth‘s reading of men to sound more nuanced. Yet until Darcy‘s proposal, Elizabeth
is hardly a more enlightened interpreter of his desires than the girl. At Rosings when Darcy runs
into Elizabeth on her daily walk, ―She felt all the perverseness of the mischance […] and to
prevent its ever happening again, took care to inform him at first, that it was a favourite haunt of
hers.—How it could occur a second time therefore was very odd!—Yet it did, and even a third‖
(139-140). Elizabeth‘s baffled frustration titillates and gratifies the reader, who understands Mr.
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Darcy‘s motives tolerably well thanks to the narrator‘s explanations, beginning as early as
chapter six, that Elizabeth was ―becoming an object of some interest‖ to Mr. Darcy (16). The
anonymous girl replaces Elizabeth as the most clueless girl in the later scene, elevating Elizabeth
in the epistemological hierarchy of reading the heterosexual romance. But the novel reader,
recognizing the girl‘s obtuseness and Elizabeth‘s perception of the girl‘s bothersome ignorance,
enjoys the authority of greater knowingness. Perhaps. And only perhaps, because Austen‘s
narration orchestrates the satisfaction of knowingness for readers who may appear as foolish and
irritating from the vantage point of the novel‘s narrator as the anonymous girl does to Elizabeth.
Encouraging enjoyment of characters‘ stupidity, Austen‘s narration can also cause
uncomfortable reflections on one‘s own perceptiveness or lack thereof.46
But this same narrative structure can also lull us into a cozy sense of our own
insightfulness. Expressing the particular joys of reading Austen, A.C. Bradley describes the
privileged rapport the right kind of reader shares with Austen:
In all her novels, though in varying degrees, Jane Austen regards the characters, good and
bad alike, with ironical amusement, because they never see the situation as it really is and
as she sees it. This is the deeper source of our unbroken pleasure in reading her. We
constantly share her point of view, and are aware of the amusing difference between the
fact and its appearance to the actors. If you fail to perceive and enjoy this, you are not
really reading Jane Austen. Some readers do not perceive it, and therefore fail to
appreciate her. Others perceive it without enjoying it and they think her cynical. She is
never cynical, and not often merely satirical. (The Critical Heritage Vol. 2 237)
Austen‘s right-hand man by virtue of his correctness, the right reader escapes the unwanted
regard of her ―ironical amusement‖ by smugly sharing her courtside seat to the foolishness of the
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characters. But most observant in Bradley‘s reading of Austen‘s narrative structure is his
acknowledgement that Austen readers aren‘t divided simply between those who see and enjoy
her game and those (non-)readers who fail to register the hierarchy of perception she puts in
play; another group of readers understand her rules just fine and don‘t like them, because they
find Austen cruel. The unswerving allegiance Bradley shows Austen suggests that the love
readers give Austen may be the best defense against the punishing belittlement she can inflict.47
Whether the adoration tendered to Austen by the foolish, queer(ed) boy or the affection
(reportedly) given her by her niece, love extends beyond besotted blindness, also operating as an
aggressive form of self-protection from this severe examiner.
Of course, as Bradley intimates, not everyone loves Jane Austen. In a letter to a friend,
Mark Twain, who was not shy about his disdain for Austen, asserted, ―Every time I read Pride
and Prejudice I want to dig her up and hit her over the skull with her own shin-bone‖ (qtd. in
Fowler 266). What is remarkable about this statement is not its clamorous fantasy of violence
but its quieter admission that Twain re-reads Pride and Prejudice despite, and probably because
of, the way it inflames him. His malicious articulation of frustration also expresses his
enjoyment and perverse love. Similarly noticing that Twain protests too much in his ferocious
attacks on Austen, Emily Auerbach likens him to the rough-and-tumble Huck Finn ―dying to
escape the parlor‖ and fearful of eroding his masculinity by admitting any admiration for a
feminine thing (296). I agree with this interpretation up to a point, and this point of divergence
lies in the nature of Twain‘s admiration. He is not simply playing the naughty little boy
throwing rocks at the windows of Austen‘s pristine house of fiction as a means of denying his
appreciation for that domicile. Rather than refusing the fastidiousness and femininity of
Austen‘s style, Twain‘s bitchy remark partakes of that style in its devotion to wit. Whether
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Twain truly hated Austen or was ―a closet Janeite,‖ the intimacy of his quip if not its boorish
language aspires to Austen‘s close-quarters brand of meanness (Auerbach 299). In the classic
move of the mean girl, Twain trades on the presumed naïveté of his subject position (in his case,
down home boy) to naturalize a cruelty that only appears unthinking and harmlessly petty.

Mean Girls
The rather sadistic narrative structure that I have been outlining—in which Austen looks
down not only upon characters who exist in varying states of blindness but also upon readers
semi-cognizant of their incarceration on a level somewhere between the characters and the
narrator—could be read as serious violence but also comes across as the petty meanness of a
little girl. Pondering the raison d‘être of Austen‘s fiction in one of the first essays to analyze her
juvenilia, Virginia Woolf ventures, ―Sometimes it seems as if her creatures were born merely to
give Jane Austen the supreme delight of slicing their heads off‖ (144). Like the type of little girl
whose makeovers of her dolls always turn into mutilations, Austen may show no mercy to the
objects of her creation, but her art can nonetheless (or perhaps all the more so) appear as trivial a
thing as a doll. Decrying the growing veneration for Austen in the early twentieth century,
George Sampson complained about the immaturity of her ―little projections‖: ―In her world there
is neither marrying nor giving in marriage but just the make-believe mating of dolls‖ (Southam
Vol. 2 101). In other words, Austen herself must be trivialized in order to neutralize her insight
that the most petty and local things can, much to our worldly embarrassment, cause us the most
significant pain and give us the most pleasure.
Traceable throughout the long history of Austen criticism, Austen‘s narrow fictional
worlds and their small concerns consistently register as a sign of the author‘s own pettiness of
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attitude and mind. Cardinal Newman‘s complaint about Emma—―The action is frittered away in
over-little things‖—itself sounds rather ‗small‘ but, like other criticisms (or defenses) of this
tenor, evinces Austen‘s own meticulous attention to size and altitude (The Critical Heritage Vol.
1 117). It‘s not for nothing that Lydia stands the ―tallest‖ (read horniest) of the Bennet sisters,
that Bingley defers to Darcy because he is ―such a great tall fellow, in comparison with myself‖
(the reserved man versus the pleasing fellow), that the unmarried Jane must ―go lower‖ (accept
her lesser importance) than her married sister, or that the notice of the lowly by the socially
affluent is called ―condescension‖ (5, 37, 240). And then there is the famous ―little bit of ivory‖
to which Austen likened the scope of her novels. Austen‘s smallness, legible as both slender
means and mean-ness, emerges in the setting of this famous authorial cameo tucked into a letter
to her nephew James Edward Austen-Leigh. Depreciating herself and the nephew whose twoand-a-half novel chapters she mock-accuses herself of purloining, Austen writes,
two strong twigs & a half towards a Nest of my own, would have been something.—I do
not think however that any theft of that sort would be really very useful to me. What
should I do with your strong, manly, spirited Sketches, full of Variety & Glow?—How
could I possibly join them on to that little bit (two Inches wide) of Ivory on which I work
with so fine a Brush, as produces little effect after much labour? (Le Faye 323)
In Austen‘s arboreal metaphor, the boy‘s chapters are figured as ―twigs,‖ not branches or boughs
or mighty trunks, but twigs no broader than that bit of ivory. Cutting the boy down to (her) size,
Austen‘s implicitly castrating cruelty may serve as its own pleasure, but it also expresses a selfdefensive resistance to the type of hierarchy that would inevitably place less value on novels
about ―young provincial girls looking for husbands‖ than on ―strong, manly, spirited
Sketches‖—or, for that matter, the important but nonetheless conspicuously enlarging concerns
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in Austen criticism about the novels‘ stance on the French Revolution or slavery in Antigua
(Wilson 35).48 How, Austen seems to ask, could the girl appear anything but grotesquely
superficial in such a system of comparison? The function of the girl is to be stupid in the senses
both of being unintelligent and valueless, a negligible thing by which other concerns look
important in comparison. Her pathetic status simultaneously affords her protection and makes
her the abject token of all things trifling. In belittling herself, Austen distances herself from the
pains of her subject position by working them into an aestheticized acceptance of her art‘s
insubstantiality, but she also admits this triviality as a matter important to her art and life.
Not simply content to modestly write off the petit as petty, Austen‘s novels trace how
some girls who experience the terrorism of trivialization retaliate in kind by mocking and
belittling others. Fending off social snubs and mortifying experiences with only her wit to
defend her, Elizabeth Bennet—for all her likeability and affection for her older sister—qualifies
as a mean girl. Noticeably, one of the few qualities she can admire in the Bingley sisters—their
ability to ―laugh at their acquaintance with spirit‖—narcissistically mirrors her own delight in
mocking ―follies and nonsense‖ (40, 43). The mean girl‘s cruelty, as evinced by Austen, her
nieces, and her heroines, results both from the anxiety of not being smart enough and from the
frustration of being circumscribed in a subject position culturally registered as trivial and naive.
Elizabeth‘s sly insult to Lady Catherine and her daughter, when she ‗mistakes‘ the commotion of
their arrival at the Collins‘ house for the pigs getting into the garden, demonstrates the relief that
her smartness affords her from a crushing social hierarchy, but directed at more vulnerable
objects, her wit can look less funny.49 At the conclusion of her visit to Mr. and Mrs. Collins, she
pities Charlotte for the price of her comfortable home, predicting that the conscious but stupid
choice of Mr. Collins will eventually destroy the satisfactions it currently offers: ―Her home and
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her housekeeping, her parish and her poultry, and all their dependent concerns, had not yet lost
their charms‖ (emphasis added 165). This thought but unspoken cruelty comes in part from
Elizabeth‘s horror that Charlotte‘s married life might have been her own pathetic lot, but it is
also the legacy of her father, who, upon news of Charlotte‘s engagement, feels ―gratified…to
discover that Charlotte Lucas, whom he had been used to think tolerably sensible, was as foolish
as his wife, and more foolish than his daughter‖ (98). As much as this pronouncement
compliments Elizabeth, it also keeps her locked within the continuum of foolish women; she is
only less foolish than Charlotte. The aggressive smartness Elizabeth has learned from her father
both protects her and painfully binds her to the endless and thankless task of attempting to avoid
stupidity.
Oddly, then, Mr. Bennet can also be classified as a kind of mean girl, since it is he who
teaches Elizabeth her tactics. In the petty quality of his cruelty, rather than in his kind of
subjectivity, Elizabeth‘s father resembles the mean girl, who picks on (and picks out) the social
vulnerabilities manifest in the individual objects of her/his derision. This is the tactic of the
Bingley sisters, who attempt to ruin Elizabeth and Jane Bennet‘s popularity with Bingley and
Darcy by ridiculing their ―low connections‖ (26). The chief administrator of quizzes in this
novel, Mr. Bennet sets the rules of the test to which he purports to be subject: ―For what do we
live, but to make sport for our neighbours, and laugh at them in our turn?‖ (278) The
consequences of this examination, however, are much slighter for an outlaw father than his
daughters.50 As a man of social standing—despite what Elizabeth characterizes in him as ―some
peculiarities‖—Mr. Bennet can step in and out of this role at will (143). In a move that indicates
her faith in Mr. Bennet‘s normative patriarchal authority, Elizabeth decides that if Mr. Collins
continues refusing to take no for an answer to his proposals she will ―apply to her father, whose
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negative might be uttered in such a manner as must be decisive, and whose behavior at least
could not be mistaken for the affectation and coquetry of an elegant female‖ (84). Though not
mistakable for a coquette, Mr. Bennet doesn‘t quite qualify as a typical law-abiding patriarch
either, despite Elizabeth‘s confusion of his abusive irony and constant quizzing of his wife and
daughters with the more sober and rigid abuse that characterizes the conventional enactment of
patriarchal authority. Mr. Bennet fulfills certain requirements of traditional masculinity, as in his
commendation of Mr. Collins for ―leaving the girls to their own trifling amusements‖ when
Lydia interrupts Collins‘ reading of Fordyce‘s sermons (52). Yet this characteristic depreciation
of women implicitly derides the effectuality of Fordyce‘s sermons in producing well-behaved
young ladies and occurs in the larger context of an evening that Mr. Bennet devotes to mocking
Collins‘ stupidities, including his servile reverence for authority.
While Mr. Bennet‘s teasing can be considered feminized because of its intimate
dependence upon the preoccupations of girls and women, his quizzing simultaneously takes a
perversely and aggressively masculine form. His meanness, like Austen‘s, works itself out on
small objects and thus works itself out as petty. But another kind of meanness, not part of the
girl as an identity, but instead characteristic of her treatment as an object also appears in Mr.
Bennet‘s interactions with his daughters: an erotically charged sadism. It is, I believe, the
naïveté of the girl that constitutes her eroticism in Austen‘s culture as in our own. This is not to
say that Austen could not or did not find herself similarly aroused by the naive girl, but that she
delineates the sexualization of the girl‘s naïveté while Mr. Bennet simply enacts it. To begin
with similarities, however, readers have noticed from almost the very moment of Pride and
Prejudice’s publication, Mr. Bennet‘s sarcastic attitude and language resemble both that of
Austen and her narrator.51 When he urges Elizabeth to follow Jane and take her turn at being
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―crossed in love‖ and Elizabeth jokingly insists she would just as well not, her father responds,
―it is a comfort to think that, whatever of that kind may befall you, you have an affectionate
mother who will always make the most of it‖ (107). Several chapters later, amidst Lydia‘s and
Kitty‘s repining at the militia‘s removal to Brighton, Austen comments, ―Their affectionate
mother shared all their grief; she remembered what she had herself endured on a similar occasion
five and twenty years ago‖ (emphasis added 175). The sarcasm of author and character in the
shared phrase, ―affectionate mother,‖ calls attention to Mrs. Bennet‘s misguided parenting and
ability to understand her daughters only through the frame of her own girlish desires, which
remain illiterate about the damaging social consequences of chasing soldiers and other pursuits
that make a spectacle of a young woman‘s desires. Both criticisms take minute interest and cruel
pleasure in the daily social schemes, frustrations, and embarrassments of women and girls. Like
the mean girl in general and that mean girl who is Austen in particular, Mr. Bennet rules over a
little kingdom, rarely mixing in the world outside his family, all the better to permeate what
Mary Ann O‘Farrell might call this ―centrifugal‖ space with capricious rules, the more lawful for
the unpredictability with which they are enforced. At the end of Pride and Prejudice it appears
that Mr. Bennet remains bent upon creating an endogamous pocket of his paranoia-inducing
influence at Pemberly by frequently showing up unannounced: ―He delighted in going to
Pemberley, especially when he was least expected‖ (295). He refuses to allow his ―little Lizzy‖
a full transition to exogamous, adult sexuality in marriage (if such a state could even be said to
exist in this novel). The repeated prank of playing the unexpected houseguest represents one
way Mr. Bennet retains his favorite daughter as an object of his sadistic pop-quizzing.
Quizzing, after all, isn‘t just about exposing the empty-headed or setting up an
epistemological hierarchy; it also heats up the act of reading. The knowledge to be acquired in
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Austen‘s novels nearly always presents itself as sexual knowledge, not because all knowledge is
simply or vulgarly sexual, but because the unknown appears (like sexual knowledge) to reside
upon the mysterious horizon of the adult world. But the secret of Austen‘s would-be adults is
that they know very little more than any girl in her novels, though some of them have discovered
how to have fun with stupidity. In Pride and Prejudice, no one appreciates stupidity quite as
much as Mr. Bennet.52 He, however, is more apt to describe stupidity, especially where his girls
are concerned, with the more innocuous-sounding term silly. Pronounced repetitively in Pride
and Prejudice, the word ‗silly‘ acts as what Reginald Farrer suggestively calls a ―vice-word‖ in
this novel (The Critical Heritage Vol. 2 260). While ‗silly‘ names those who are, according to
the Oxford English Dictionary, ―defenseless‖ and ―deserving of pity,‖ it also designates the
―ignorant,‖ ―trifling,‖ and ―foolish‖—the latter three terms matching Mr. Bennet‘s pitiless
assessments of his daughters. Entertaining himself with his daughters‘ silly behaviors and
―amusing himself some time with their curiosity,‖ Mr. Bennet demonstrates the enjoyment to be
had with an ignorant girl (46). Austen leaves little question about the smuttiness of his
intellectual measurements and their substitution for more traditional forms of sexual gratification
when she explains how this indulgence was first tested and perfected on the wife who was
discovered too late to be as dumb as she was beautiful: ―To his wife he was very little otherwise
indebted, than as her ignorance and folly had contributed to his amusement. This is not the sort
of happiness which a man would in general wish to owe to his wife; but where other powers of
entertainment are wanting, the true philosopher will derive benefit from such as are given‖ (180).
Along these lines, Pride and Prejudice could certainly be played out as an incestuous gothic
nightmare. Leaving this interpretation as an open possibility, I will say that Mr. Bennet‘s
favorite ―entertainment‖ more generally demonstrates Austen‘s fascination with the eroticization
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of the girl‘s stupidity. Significantly, when Amy Heckerling updated Emma, she drew on this
construction of female sexuality in Austen‘s novels. Casting Aerosmith video vixen, Alicia
Silverstone, as the naïve and virginal heroine of Clueless, Heckering was not radically altering
the persona of this starlet but acknowledging the videos‘ eroticization of an artless girl
experiencing a range of pseudo-illicit activities for the first time (including tattooing, piercing,
shoplifting, pimping her friend at a strip club amateur night, and soft-core faux-lesbian pillow
fighting). It seems no coincidence that another non-normative father presides over this modern
figuration of the girl‘s sexy naïveté with Steven Tyler‘s daughter Liv acting as his avatar and
sexual object in the video ―Crazy.‖ As I trace Mr. Bennet‘s sadistic play with his daughters and
the broader eroticization of stupidity in Pride and Prejudice, I also want to attend to the ways
girls deflect and push back against these interpretations imposed upon them.
Although Pride and Prejudice is Elizabeth‘s novel—the story of her mistakes and
failures in reading—her three younger sisters and their own failures of reading provide a
helpfully schematic illustration of the way silliness covers a range of sexual and intellectual
stupidity. Lydia‘s and Kitty‘s shallow pursuits and boy-crazy behavior make them a silly pair,
but it would seem incongruous for these two to have even an adjective like silly in common with
the priggish Mary. Mr. Bennet‘s own pause in calculations when assessing his daughters with
Elizabeth indicates that Mary possesses a type of silliness different from that of her two younger
sisters: ―Wherever you and Jane are known, you must be respected and valued; and you will not
appear to less advantage for having a couple of—or may I say, three very silly sisters‖ (177).
Mary, of course, is the ‗smart‘ sister, but although eager to apply herself to reading and the
piano, she practices these pursuits without any active thought. Mr. Bennet‘s dialogue and
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Austen‘s narration work together to depict Mary‘s empty intellectual labor when he baits her to
comment on the social forms of introduction involving Mr. Bingley:
―What say you Mary? for you are a young lady of deep reflection I know, and read great
books, and make extracts.‖
Mary wished to say something very sensible, but knew not how.
―While Mary is adjusting her ideas,‘ he continued, ‗let us return to Mr. Bingley.‖ (4)
If Mary looks ridiculous for copying and collating ―extracts‖ without achieving understanding or
any original thought in response to her reading, on the other end of the scale, Lydia‘s stupid
ideas are entirely sexual, although no less devoid of self-assessment.53 No doubt Lydia thinks
highly of herself, fantasizing her trip to Brighton culminating in ―herself seated beneath a tent,
tenderly flirting with at least six officers at once‖ (178). Yet Lydia possesses a no more accurate
contextual sense of herself and her expectations than Mary, comparatively lucky that the type of
attention she receives at Brighton comes from only one officer and not six officers at once.
While Kitty appears of a piece with Lydia, she perhaps most clearly of the three younger Bennet
sisters bridges the intellectual and sexual versions of silliness, illustrating the novel‘s
sexualization of knowledge and ignorance. Always a bit slow on the uptake, Kitty struggles to
read even her mother‘s broad hints about desirable sexual arrangements. Trying to orchestrate
some alone time for Bingley and Jane, ―Mrs. Bennet sat looking and winking at Elizabeth and
Catherine for a considerable time, without making any impression on them. Elizabeth would not
observe her; and when at last Kitty did, she very innocently said, ‗What is the matter mamma?
What do you keep winking at me for? What am I to do?‘‖ (262-263). Kitty‘s denseness affords
a bit of comic relief for readers who—imitating Mrs. Bennet‘s knowing winks or, better, sharing
Elizabeth‘s disdain for her mother‘s thinly disguised machinations—understand themselves as
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‗in on‘ an adult code that Kitty gropes to understand. Like the adult film whose generic
designation authorizes the childish thrill of getting a peek at the grown-up world, Austen‘s
novels frequently offer their reader the ‗adult‘ pleasure of watching the girl fumble for
comprehension—a puerile entertainment, but one that gifts the viewer with the pose of
knowingness.
The more decorous of the Bennet sisters, Elizabeth and Jane escape the brunt of their
father‘s derision not simply because they surpass their younger sisters in worldliness—which
means recognizing and adeptly following local etiquette and customs—but because they have
developed better reading strategies (or as the case may be, non-reading strategies) to deal with
their family dynamics. Jane‘s aggressive niceness—if niceness could admit to such rebarbative
tactics—deafens itself to all forms of ugliness: the classic move of the enabler in a family that
harbors an abuser or addict. Delineating this trait of Jane‘s, Elizabeth quashes her aunt‘s and
uncle‘s hope that Jane is correct in thinking Wickham less dissolute than they have cause to
believe: ―‗Of whom does Jane ever think ill? And who is there, whatever might be their former
conduct, that she could believe capable of such an attempt, till it were proved against them?‖
(215) Jane‘s ability to selectively tune out unpleasant possibilities unexpectedly pairs her with
Lydia, who ―never heard nor saw any thing of which she chose to be insensible‖ (240 emphasis
added). That the good girl and the bad girl share the same defensive tactic of informed ignorance
(however minimally or differently informed) suggests a learned behavior in the Bennet
household. Better to be dumb to Mr. Bennet‘s insults like their mother than have to deal with
them.
This similarity between Jane and Lydia also highlights the flimsy quality of Elizabeth‘s
contrasting knowingness—bringing it out as the reverse of the pretense not to know. In other
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words, Elizabeth pretends to know more than she does so as to treat any shock or embarrassment
as old news that she has already filed away.54 Taking her Aunt Gardiner‘s advice to be wary of
an imprudent match with Wickham and to be observant of his behavior, Elizabeth begins to
recognize his socio-economic needs as well as his personal attractions. And so, when Wickham
begins pursuing an heiress, ―Elizabeth was watchful enough to see it all, but she could see it and
write of it [to her aunt] without material pain‖ (115). Having incorporated her aunt‘s warning
about watchfulness of self and others, Elizabeth experiences a panoptic elevation to a sense of
her adulthood, which expresses itself in condescension toward her little sisters‘ dismay at
Wickham‘s ―defection‖: ―They are young in the ways of the world, and not yet open to the
mortifying conviction that handsome young men must have something to live on, as well as the
plain‖ (116). Such expressions of worldliness expose the depth of Elizabeth‘s girlish naïveté and
the juvenile form in which adulthood takes its pleasures in Austen‘s novels. Elizabeth thus deals
with what a number of critics have variously registered as the abusive behaviors of her father in
an opposite fashion from Jane and Lydia.55 Rather than ignore, she carefully attends in what
Miller describes as the ―process through which Elizabeth has come to mimic her father‘s wit, so
that she can avert its fearsome thrusts with what he commends as her ‗quickness‘ (5) and at the
same time, by the flattery of this imitation, secure his ‗preference‘ of her over his other girls (4)‖
(43). Ultimately a more successful (because more creatively imitative) reader than her sisters,
Elizabeth understands that, no matter how much her father may love his books and his library
refuge, reading is not so much the pursuit of reliable knowledge as it is the constant adaptation to
his quizzes. What makes Mary‘s scholarly efforts both sad and stupid is that they too literally,
which is to say obediently and lovingly, interpret her father‘s call to read.
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Finally, however, there is no winning for the girl in Mr. Bennet‘s game, no matter how
flexible she is. Steeling herself to endure Mr. Collins‘ proposal, Elizabeth‘s emotions are
―divided between distress and diversion,‖ exemplifying her split between being just a girl and
being daddy‘s girl (80). No amount of diversion can divert Elizabeth‘s distress at recognizing
her obligation to dance attendance upon the desire of any man in or above her social set, no
matter how unwelcome or ridiculous this desire may be. Only Mr. Bennet, and eventually Mr.
Darcy, as Elizabeth‘s accepted suitor, can release her from this duty. Elizabeth‘s femininity
prohibits a complete transcendence through intelligence of distressing social responsibilities.
And this same femininity and the assumption of its compulsory naïveté make it possible,
according to Sedgwick, for novel readers and critics to treat Austen as a girl, who, like her
heroines, can be (and must be) enlightened: ―That virginal figure ‗Jane Austen,‘ in these [critical]
narratives, is herself the punishable girl who ‗has to learn,‘ ‗has to be tutored—in truths with
which, though derived from a reading of Austen, the figure of ‗Jane Austen‘ can no more be
credited than can, for their lessons, the figures ‗Marianne,‘ Emma,‘ or, shall we say, ‗Dora‘ or
‗Anna O‘‖ (834). According to the logic of such interpretations, Austen knows less about the
erotics of sadism than her own character, Mr. Bennet, by virtue of her femininity—a powerfully
compensatory and prophylactic fantasy for all of us who have felt embarrassed by Austen‘s
painfully aggressive smartness.56 The epistemological hierarchies of Austen‘s novels might feel
less oppressive if it turned out that she could not help but be clueless about some subjects.
As Sedgwick demonstrates, a flourishing business in Austen criticism has been to shake
the girl out of her stupidity and self-involvement. This protective gesture of spanking the girl for
her own good also affords the erotic pleasure of torturing the girl, which as Sedgwick illustrates,
is as perverse as anything the girl does in Austen‘s novels and is a trick we learn from Austen.
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But the fascinating thing about Sedgwick‘s essay is that it produces and punishes its own version
of the stupid girl (835). The other critic as girl remains oblivious to the sadistic-erotic analysis
of Austen and her clueless heroines in which she is involved by failing to attend to the
motivation and method of her interpretive practices. In this literary critical context, Austen
critics condescendingly teaching Austen the lessons that they are too stupid to realize that they
learned from her wind up in the oblivious position of the girl. The uncomfortable subject of the
torturous practices and sadistic pay-offs of critical or creative authorship, occupations which
rather inconsistently lay claim to and disclaim a dispassionate engagement with their objects,
brings us back to Jane Austen‘s torturous personal relationship to the girl. Was the girl her
object, her subject, her bugbear, her self? And why is her literary and interpersonal treatment of
the girl both dismissive and defensive?

Unbecoming Jane
Another day, another niece to torment. A few months before Austen‘s death, her niece,
Caroline-Mary-Craven Austen visited her aunt along with her half-sister Anna Le Froy (née
Austen). After Anna‘s marriage and almost immediate pregnancy, the aspiring novelist Caroline
had become her aunt‘s chief correspondent in matters of writing and evaluating novels.
Comparing notes on a novel they both had read, Austen commended Caroline, ―You seem to be
quite my own Neice in your feelings towards Madame de Génlis. I do not think I could even
now, at my sedate time of Life, read Olimpe et Theophile without being in a rage‖ (Le Faye 310).
Finding Austen much more ill than either she or Anna had expected, Caroline recorded her
recollection of this short visit five decades later for the second edition of her brother James
Edward Austen-Leigh‘s memoir of their aunt:
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She was in her dressing gown and was sitting quite like an invalid in an arm chair—but
she got up, and kindly greeted us—and then pointing to seats which had been arranged
for us by the fire, she said, ‗There‘s a chair for the married lady, and a little stool for you
Caroline.‘—It is strange, but those trifling words are the last of her‘s that I can
remember—for I retain no recollection at all of what was said by any one in the
conversation that of course ensued—‖ (Austen-Leigh 178-179)
Not as strange as she claims, Caroline‘s memory of the ―trifling‖ matter of seating arrangements
re-enforces Austen‘s message that as a non-married girl Caroline is trivial, excluded from a
position of honor and comfort (―a little stool for you Caroline‖) if there should not be enough
chairs to go around. In this same vein, Lydia Wickham, eager to infantilize her older sisters by
superseding them in the procession to dinner, corrects Jane Bennet, ―you must go lower, because
I am a married woman‖ (240). Austen, of course, knew this lesson she imparted all too well. An
unmarried woman and a perpetual houseguest of more well-to-do relations, she had, as David
Nokes records in a particularly salient example, little control over when or even whether her
relatives would remember to send a carriage to transport her to her next destination: ―Mrs.
[James Austen] had left her in little doubt that conveying her away from Godmersham would be
even more inconvenient than bringing her had been….Accordingly, Jane accepted Edward‘s
gracious offer to carry her to Alton from whence she would ‗get on‘ to Southampton ‗somehow
or other‘‖ (324-325). It remains a question, however, whether Austen dished out similar jabs at
her nieces simply to relieve her own pain (by the end of her life as much physical as emotional)
or (also) to convey a message about living with and making an art out of specifically female
limitations.
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Occupying a position of narrative mastery in her novels and in the small arrangements of
her bedroom furniture and nieces, Austen controlled little else in her life. Her brother Henry
negotiated the publication and price of her novels (not always to her satisfaction) and couldn‘t
resist blurting out the secret of her authorship to acquaintances despite her wishes. In a letter to
her brother Francis, Austen only partially channels her annoyance at Henry‘s garrulity into a
lesson on the insignificance of such complaints: ―I know it is all done from affection &
partiality—but at the same time, let me here again express to you & Mary my sense of the
superior kindness which you have shewn on the occasion, in doing what I wished.—I am trying
to harden myself.—After all, what a trifle in all its Bearings, to the really important points of
one‘s existence even in this World!‖ (Le Faye 231). The frustration and anger involved in the
necessity of hardening herself belie Austen‘s moral that experiencing a well-intentioned betrayal
of her desires is negligible in comparison to the larger sorrows of ―this World.‖ It is notable,
then, that she would recognize her niece, Caroline Austen, as a relation in spirit as much as blood
because of their shared ―rage‖ at a novel. Female rage struggles to find an outlet in Austen‘s
novels and life. It can‘t be placed just anywhere or expressed in overt language without an
immediate self-rebuke. Woven into the novels and into relationships with certain nieces who
aspired to authorship, this hostility lodges itself where it can be shared, not in some blissfully
cooperative fashion, but through the painful recognitions of readers who have also experienced
the terrorism of trivialization.
The discomfort Caroline Austen may have felt in her relationship with her aunt was a
pain they could both identify as part of their humble position in the social and literary worlds.
Praising the beginnings of the teen-aged James Edward‘s first novel in a letter to her sister
Cassandra, who was visiting James Edward‘s and Caroline‘s parents at the time, Austen writes,
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―it is extremely clever; written with great ease & spirit;—if he can carry it on in the same way, it
will be a firstrate work, & in a style, I think, to be popular.—Pray tell Mary [his mother] how
much I admire it.—And tell Caroline that I think it is hardly fair upon her & myself, to have him
take up the Novel Line‖ (Le Faye 319). Asserting the superior cleverness and appeal of James
Edward‘s novel compared to anything she or Caroline could write, Austen‘s message to Caroline
reads both as discouragement and an inside joke on a nephew and brother. Was Austen telling
Caroline to give up her writing aspirations because her brother was clearly the talented one in the
family, or was she ironically mimicking the praise lavished on ―strong, manly, spirited Sketches‖
as a means of deflating the genre‘s claim to de facto importance? And how did Caroline read
this missive?57
Caroline would publish nothing except the short essay, ―My Aunt Jane Austen: A
Memoir,‖ which was appended to the second edition of her brother‘s highly popular memoir of
Austen. Beginning as early as the age of nine, Caroline had sent a number of writing efforts to
her aunt for comment, but, like her half-sister Anna, she seemed unable or unwilling to finish
anything or submit it to a publisher. Her slighter memoir, however, may contain a response to
Austen‘s difficult advice to the girl writer to accept her limitations. Notably, it has to do with
furniture. Detailing the first signs of Austen‘s declining health, Caroline remarks upon her
aunt‘s refusal to use the parlor sofa when she needed to rest during the day, preferring instead to
lie ―upon 3 chairs which she arranged for herself‖:
I think she had a pillow, but it never looked comfortable—She called it her sofa, and
even when the other was unoccupied, she never took it—It seemed to be understood that
she preferred the chairs…I often asked her how she could like the chairs best—and I
suppose I worried her into telling me the reason of her choice—which was, that if she

79
ever used the sofa, Grandmama would be leaving it for her, and would not lie down, as
she did now, whenever she felt inclined— (Austen-Leigh 177).
Forcing herself into a seating arrangement as physically and socially uncomfortable as the ―little
stool‖ she assigns to Caroline, Austen applies the same stringent limitations to herself as she
does to her niece. She gives way to her mother, to a married lady, to social convention. But she
also makes this obligation her own—staging it as much as it stages her. Does Caroline recognize
the metonymic connection by interior decorating that she forges between Austen‘s self-limitation
and the limitation Austen imposed upon her? There is no answer, of course, to this stupid
question about authorial intention. But if Austen was testing Caroline and Caroline caught on to
the test, her response remains enigmatic. Reading Austen‘s allegory of the girl‘s limitation, did
Caroline refuse it by refusing to write? Or did this perception simply crush her aspirations? Is
she playing dumb, or is she actually oblivious to the lesson her essay conveys about the minor
value of unmarried women and girls? Or am I making too much of a ―trifling‖ thing like
furniture? An exemplary instance of reading like a girl, Caroline‘s essay refuses to understand
reading as a comfortable experience or the pursuit of knowledge as necessarily enlarging.

80
Chapter 2
Dickens’s Little Women: Cute as the Dickens
―[A]ggression in some form seems to be necessary to the most self-effacing of human
creatures‖—Peter Gay The Cultivation of Hatred
―Girls‘ aggression simply does not work as a form of instrumental control. It is ineffective at the
most basic level—that of communication.‖—Anne Campbell Men, Women, and Aggression
Moving from Jane Austen‘s mean girls (and Austen as mean girl) to the characters I am
calling Charles Dickens‘s little women appears to constitute a shift from the nasty to the nice. If
smallness is, at best, a vexed value for Austen—naming the girl‘s minimal importance in the
world outside the provincial marriage plot as well as a bad attitude that resists such positioning
by emphasizing its infuriating limitations—littleness appears to be a ―good‖ for certain girls in
Dickens‘s novels. Nell Trent and Amy Dorrit share the epithet ―little‖ as an indication of their
preciousness, physical smallness, and, most importantly, self-abnegation in service of others. As
a number of critics have observed, this selflessness takes many forms, including starvation, overwork, and self-erasure.58 Such extremes of compassionate resolve and willful self-limitation,
however, intimate the strictness of the nice girl and the difficulty of measuring up to her (as a)
standard.59 Dickens himself set this bar—if not precisely high, at so low a level as to require
painstaking self-contortion to pass under it—in an 1847 speech to the Mechanics‘ Institution at
Leeds where he described women as ―those who are our best and dearest friends in infancy, in
childhood, in manhood, and in old age, the most devoted and least selfish natures that we know
on earth, who turn to us always constant and unchanged, when others turn away‖ (Fielding 83).
This definition of the best feminine endowments recognizes no difference between girls and
women, because the female half of the human population remains ―constant and unchanged.‖
Although Dickens calls upon women to be the bigger person in a moral sense, for girls, growing
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up (becoming une grande personne) appears a matter of remaining little, selfless, ―constant.‖
For good self-effacing Victorian girls like Little Nell and Little Dorrit, aggression thus is
necessary because enforcing self-negation requires enormous will power, but also perhaps
because aggression guards the last modicum of selfhood belonging to those for whom
selflessness is socially prescribed.
And yet, self-assertion and the preservation of selfhood do not exactly seem to be
attainments wanting in any of Dickens‘s good little women. Little Dorrit, after all, displaced the
title and narrative focus of the novel originally called Nobody’s Fault, which repeatedly extols
her as the paradigm (or paragon) of industry, duty, and charity for both men and women. Amy
Dorrit‘s older sister Fanny may be acting like a brat but is not particularly off target about Amy‘s
emotional manipulation when she complains (in Dickens‘s paraphrase), ―It was not a right
example, that she should be constantly stooping to be forgiven by a younger sister. And this was
the Art of it—that she was always being placed in the position of being forgiven, whether she
liked it or not‖ (615). Frequently bestowing forgiveness upon others and even more frequently
bearing in silence the trespasses of others upon her time, labor, food, attention, and desires, Amy
relates to other people primarily by allowing them to impose upon her. But Fanny sees a sadistic
intention artfully concealed within Amy‘s benevolence: the desire to impose a painful penance
upon those who require her services. Amy would never presume to chide, but those around her
nonetheless often feel chided. It seems particularly incongruous then to claim that girls‘
aggression does not successfully function ―as a form of instrumental control‖ or
―communication,‖ but this assertion may be more accurate in cases of overt control and
communication. I would suggest that girls‘ aggression works precisely as a form of instrumental
control over self and others, a very specific type of control that feminist-inflected psychology has
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often itself been too nice to call passive aggression, preferring instead terms like ―indirect
aggression,‖ defined as ―covert behavior in which the perpetrator makes it seems as though there
has been no intent to hurt at all‖ (Simmons 21).60
I open with a reference to late-twentieth-century feminist psychology and a behavior that
may seem terminologically (if not emotionally) foreign to Dickens‘s novels because I want to
emphasize both the persistent sources of passive aggression in girls and women and a persistent
refusal to hear the very deliberate communications made through this behavior. Niceness and
selflessness, I want to stress, are weapons used against and by girls in ways that Dickens‘s
novels schematize. Unwelcomely familiar to plenty of modern girls and women, the imperative
to ―be nice‖ permeates Dickens‘s novels, especially in their didactic veneration for good girls
and their good deeds. When Little Nell‘s strength flags on her cross country journey to save her
grandfather from his creditors, Dickens pauses to reflect, ―Nature often enshrines gallant and
noble hearts in weak bosoms—oftenest, God bless her, in female breasts—and when the child,
casting her tearful eyes upon the old man remembered how weak he was, and how destitute and
helpless he would be if she failed him, her heart swelled within her, and animated her with new
strength and fortitude‖ (185). Nell‘s weakness makes her ―fortitude‖ all the more remarkable as
an instance of iron-willed selflessness. This ideal of service and self-sacrifice, however, can be
difficult (and, in Nell‘s case, deadly) to achieve as well as productive of much frustration. The
injunction to be nice and selfless generates at least part of the girl‘s aggression insofar as it
demands that she repress anger and self-centered desires. Carol Gilligan and Lyn Mikel Brown
make a similar discovery in their study of girls‘ development, Meeting at the Crossroads, when
they argue that ―the demand for nice and kind can be oppressive, a means of controlling and
being controlled‖ (45). My reading of the nice girl in Dickens‘s works develops this insight that
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niceness can be used to manipulate others: the girl not only feels the aggressive force of niceness
imposed upon her but also instrumentally directs aggression outward through nice behavior.
Such disguising of aggression as compassionate tolerance is what Fanny Dorrit objects to in her
sister, whose acts of violence are so subtly staged that the mechanisms of their ―Art‖ cannot be
distinctly described—at least by Fanny.
It is significant, however, that Dickens paraphrases Fanny‘s analysis of her sister‘s
draconian forgiveness, entering into her voice and her complaint and indirectly lodging his own
complaint against the heroine whom he elsewhere praises lavishly: ―what a great soul of fidelity
within her,‖ ―always thoughtful of the feelings of the weak‖ (112, 389). Dickens enacts passive
aggression toward the nice girl through another girl who, notably, makes her living as a dancer
and actress. While passive aggression operates covertly and according to minimalist principles,
its perpetrator nevertheless aims for a dramatic effect, and Dickens is nothing if not an ardent
impresario. Fanny, incapable of suppressing her own irritation, serves Dickens as a prop to
expose and attack Amy‘s more understated violence. Two features of passive aggression emerge
from Fanny‘s explicit and Dickens‘s implicit expression of frustration with Amy Dorrit: that it is
cross-gendered and highly theatrical. Dickens‘s own covert critique of Little Dorrit illustrates
that passive aggression is not exclusive to girls and women despite its feminized associations
with weakness and duplicity. Many characters in Dickens‘s novels could be called passive
aggressive, and the structure of the novels themselves can be similarly described, as Alexander
Welsh has argued of David Copperfield.61 Boy characters like David and Pip deploy covert
aggression insofar as the adult narrators of both novels use highly-crafted language that
approximates a child‘s ―overwhelmed‖ point of view in order to ingenuously expose the offenses
adults have committed against them.62 Not temporally divided between a narrating self and a
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represented self, Nell and Amy are nonetheless self-stagers. Yet, in distinction from the boy
characters in Dickens‘s novels, the resentment and aggressivity of these good girls has rarely
been recognized as such, partly, I believe because of the differences between first-person and
omniscient narration and between the boys‘ and the girls‘ styles of self portrayal. When critics
cite negative or hurtful behaviors in Nell and Amy, these acts usually register as priggish or
slavish obedience to the rules of normative femininity rather than self-conscious gestures that
make a space for the girl‘s frustration or desire. In her vital reassessment of the dutiful daughters
in Dickens‘s novels, Hilary Schor does chart the emergence of the good girl‘s rage through
various ―angry double[s]‖ as well as through the good daughter‘s disruptive rewriting of the
Dickens novel‘s narrative of patriarchal transmission and consolidation. My reading of the good
girl takes a slightly different track by examining Dickens‘s association with the girl‘s subtle
aggression and her ambiguously deferential, charming, and vindictive relation to audiences large
and small, public and private. Later in this chapter, I explore Amy‘s and Nell‘s subtle theatrics
of passive aggression and Dickens‘s habit of entering into, and even stealing, their scenes.
And as scenes go, Little Nell‘s incessant wandering and eventual death are among the
most famous spectacles in the Victorian novel, providing an image of the vulnerable, desirable,
and angelic female child in service of others, devoid of personal desires and guile. Never mind
the fact that Nell continually seeks out dramatic employments that put her on display and allow
her to beguile audiences at Mrs. Jarley‘s Waxworks and the church where she works as a verger;
she is ―the Victorian dream of moral selflessness,‖ ―patently unaware of her sexual
attractiveness,‖ and a ―fully formed exemplar of feminine self-sacrifice.‖63 It is true that Nell‘s
compassionate apprehension for her grandfather acts out in miniature what Nancy Armstrong
describes in Desire and Domestic Fiction as ―the constant vigilance and tireless concern for the
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well-being of others‖ modeled by the spiritualized version of the ideal woman that began to
emerge in the eighteenth century. Nell, as we are told, ―had no thought of any wants of her own,
but prayed that God would raise up some friend for him‖ (20, 340). This new paradigm of
female value exalts both selflessness and self-regulation, two standards of measurement that may
seem incompatible only if we understand self-abnegation as a complete ceding of selfhood. For
the girl, selflessness is a form of moral self-control, putting others before oneself as a sign of
spiritually disciplined selfhood. Selflessness then, not only contributes to the development of
individual interiority defined by a woman‘s capacity to adjust the borders of her selfhood in
service of others, but also qualifies the ideal woman to externally exercise the power of judging
and overseeing others. In its outward dispensation, selflessness thus can act as a form of
aggression against others for whose benefit this form of self-control is ostensibly maintained.
This pattern of idealized self-management turned violently outward unfolds in Nell‘s
guardianship of her grandfather. Dickens elevates Nell to the status of ―superior creature‖ when
she accepts that ―her grandfather‘s preservation must depend solely upon her firmness,‖ but this
steely selfless resolve later turns against her grandfather, providing a glimpse of Nell‘s equally
strong anger at having to bear ―the burden of their two lives‖ (323; emphasis added). Upon
discovering her grandfather‘s plan to rob Mrs. Jarley, Nell makes up a nightmare premonition to
terrify her grandfather into fleeing their comfortable jobs with the waxworks, thereby protecting
Mrs. Jarley. Their pell-mell flight leads them away from the countryside and into the industrial
hell of Birmingham by which time Old Trent has sufficiently overcome his fear to commence
complaining about his discomfort:
―Why did you bring me here?‖ […] ―I cannot bear these close eternal streets. We
came from a quiet part. Why did you force me to leave it?‖
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―Because I must have that dream I told you of, no more,‖ said the child, with a
momentary firmness that lost itself in tears; ―and we must live among poor people, or it
will come again. Dear grandfather, you are old and weak, I know; but look at me. I
never will complain if you will not, but I have had some suffering indeed.‖ (331;
emphasis added)
Directed outward rather than inward, Nell‘s selfless strength of will, her ―firmness,‖ shows its
teeth. Vitally, Dickens‘s use of the word ―firmness‖ to name both Nell‘s selfless strength and
her irruption of anger indicates that Nell‘s hostility is not opposed to or a translated form of her
altruistic self-control, but that very force. The firmness that Nell uses to fortify herself on their
cross country journey lacerates her mentally and physically, and she learns how to use it to
wound others. Her single outburst against her grandfather‘s selfishness begins with a
―momentary,‖ uncontrolled explosion of anger that is quickly moderated by tears of guilt, but
this loss of self-restraint culminates in a reassertion of control. Nell lays a pointed guilt trip on
her grandfather: ―I never will complain if you will not, but I have had some suffering indeed.‖
He should quit his griping and follow Nell‘s example of silent suffering. But grandfather does
not quite get the message and must be spoken to ―firmly‖ once again when he complains about
the ―dreary way‖ he and Nell follow out of Birmingham and through decaying suburbs,
monstrous factories, and rioting workers in order to find, as Nell says, a place ―where we may
live in peace, and be tempted to do no harm‖ (338). This ―we,‖ of course, means ―you,‖ since
Nell aims to find a home that permits no opportunities for her grandfather to resume his
dangerous gambling habit. Nell‘s suffering is audibly not so silent. And her selflessness is not
simple submission but a showy performance of her dutifulness that doubles as a weapon.
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It is easy to overlook or dismiss such covertly-articulated aggression that the nice girl
expresses on her own behalf. We certainly could read Dickens‘s good girls and their self-control
as disciplinary models installed by the novel to naturalize and consolidate normative parameters
for the modern subject.64 Like Nell and Amy, Florence Dombey, Agnes Wickfield, and Esther
Summerson appear to be not so much ―pointing upward‖ as self-ward for the benefit or the
compulsory instruction of characters and readers, but they also tend to rebuke through love and
take over narrative with a self-dramatizing force that overflows the modest bounds of moral
instruction—like Esther who calls herself ―a tiresome little creature‖ when she fails to stop
talking about herself in her first-person narrative (David Copperfield 806, Bleak House 85).
Esther‘s repeated use of the word ―little‖ as a self-deprecating and self-disciplinary force writes
large her good behavior while simultaneously affording her the opportunity to keep expressing
her-self under the cover of ingenuous and ungovernable reportage: ―I don‘t know how it is, I
seem to be always writing about myself. I mean all the time to write about other people, and I
try to think of myself as little as possible‖ (85). Insistent upon minimizing herself, Esther
achieves maximum press for her good behavior. For Dickens‘s good girls, ―little‖ connotes
opposing qualities that these girls often instrumentally blend: powerless vulnerability and
powerful self-control. Nell and Amy are what James Kincaid describes as ―a counter image [to
the helpless and victimized child] so alien to our culture that we hardly notice it: the competent
child‖ (―Dickens and the Construction of the Child‖ 37). In contradistinction from Dickens‘s
boys, the girls (specifically for Kincaid Little Nell and Florence Dombey) ―act and perform their
own stories. They do not wait for others to write them‖ (―Dickens and the Construction of the
Child‖ 38). Both Nell and Amy author themselves, actively making themselves little through
self-abnegation and starvation, the latter habit holding them in a pre-pubescent state that
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contributes to the fantasy of changeless and dutiful femininity that these girls sustain for fathers
and grandfathers. These two most explicitly and literally ―little‖ women bear a more
complicated physical relationship to womanhood than Dickens‘s other good girls, who similarly
hunger for and sacrifice themselves for paternal love. But in every case, the goodness of these
girls can become indirectly censorious and manipulative towards more than the representatives
of patriarchy.
One of the most clearly schematized scenes of passive aggression in Little Dorrit details
Amy‘s rejection of the gawky twenty-something boy whom Dickens identifies by the chapter
title ―Little Dorrit‘s Lover.‖ Indulging in a mope over her unrequited love for Arthur Clennam
on the Iron Bridge where they once walked together, Amy finds her privacy interrupted by the
unwelcome attentions of John Chivery, turnkey at the Marshalsea. Startled into betraying ―an
expression in her face of fright and something like dislike‖ when John first surprises her, Amy,
as Dickens writes, ―checked it,‖ but she also redoubles the will-power required to restrain her
irritation into a circumlocutory strike on John‘s eagerness to please her:
As to me,…think as little of me as you can; the less, the better. When you think of me at
all, John, let it only be as the child you have seen grow up in the prison, with one set of
duties always occupying her; as a weak, retired, contented, unprotected girl. I
particularly want you to remember, that when I come outside the gate, I am unprotected
and solitary. (234, 236)
Responding, as expected of the nice girl, with modest self-effacement and consideration for
John‘s feelings, Amy nonetheless pointedly manipulates him through her own self-staging as a
vulnerable girl. Her repeated emphasis (―I particularly want you to remember‖) on her
―unprotected‖ state in the world constructs her defenselessness as a condition both endearing and

89
requiring respect.65 The stabbing guilt—only ever implied—that John should feel for disturbing
a dutiful girl with his desires becomes the instrument by which he must enforce Amy‘s rebuff
upon himself. Amy‘s request that John regard her as a ―child‖ and ―an unprotected girl,‖ despite
the fact that she is a 22-year-old, economically self-sufficient woman, highlights the surprising
power of the girl to make vulnerability and littleness into forces that serve her by operating
parasitically through others.66 Dickens refers to Amy‘s physical smallness as ―that unfortunate
defect of hers, which came so often in her way,‖ but this assertion may be the biggest lie in a
novel full of deception and swindles, because Amy‘s tiny frame and its enormous capacity for
service mesmerize nearly every character in the novel (88). Her similarly size-conscious
injunction to John that he ―think as little of me as you can; the less, the better‖ requires John not
to put her out of mind but to be always mindful of her (emphasis mine). The self-miniaturizing
rhetoric she employs, which seems to say she is not worth John‘s consideration, may exemplify a
high standard of feminine modesty, but it also displays her tremendous control over her selfrepresentation and the responses she intends it to provoke in others. Like the resilient Mrs.
Merdle, Amy is ―accomplished in the art of seeming to make things of small account, and really
enhancing them in the process‖ (614). But to give an additional name with a slightly more
Dickensian latency to Amy‘s tactics, I would say that she is ―being cute‖ when she shrewdly
buries aggression in meekness.67

The Cut of Cuteness
The word ―cute‖ rarely appears in Dickens‘s novels, perhaps because it is written so
broadly across the corpus, hidden in plain sight. Designating both charm and cleverness,
cuteness appears most familiarly in the eccentricity of Dickens‘s characters: their distinguishing
quirks, thingly quality, and general misshapen quaintness. The enduring appeal and
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memorability of these characters (not to say their toy-like status as memorabilia) frequently serve
as confirmation of Dickens‘s ingenuity. Claiming Dickens‘s caricatures and ―monstrosities‖ as
the ―surest mark of his genius,‖ George Orwell describes this retinue of characters as ―fixed for
ever like little twinkling miniatures, painted on snuffbox lids, completely fantastic and
incredible, and yet somehow more solid and infinitely more memorable than the efforts of
serious novelists‖ (Journalism and Letters of George Orwell Vol. I 455).68 The differently
inflected cunning of creation and creator brings out the divided rhetorical labor of cuteness, its
reference to a charming object and a clever subject. But cuteness also blurs the difference
between subject and object, active and passive, creator and creation. Orwell‘s segregation of
Dickens from ―serious novelists‖ should give us pause, since Dickens becomes in this
description an eccentric vessel (or snuffbox) of intuition, hardly less object-like than the
shimmering rococo characters he has impressed upon our minds by some magic, ―somehow.‖
These characters, or redundantly teensy weensy ―little…miniatures,‖ appear twee and
seductively portable, but they are also treacherous objects that contain the stuff, or the snuff, of
overpowering addiction. Readers of the novels certainly could not get enough of eccentric
characters like Flora Finching, Dick Swiveller, and the Marchioness, and there were significant
protests against the darkness and political polemics of Dickens‘s later novels within his lifetime.
Such demands that Dickens return to the style and subject matter of The Pickwick Papers
spotlight an author placed under an imperative of cuteness that aggressively identifies him with
the objects he produces.
It is, of course, Dickens who, if not the first, is arguably the most famous British writer to
draw attention to the uncanny leakage between subjects and objects, persons and things. As
Dorothy Van Ghent observes in her canonical essay on the anthropomorphic aesthetic of
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Dickens‘s novels, ―The Dickens World: A View from Todgers‘s,‖ ―The animation of inanimate
objects suggests both the quaint gaiety of a forbidden life and an aggressiveness that has got out
of control….It is as if the life absorbed by things has been drained out of people who have
become incapable of their humanity,‖ as if there is only so much humanity to go around in the
system of a Dickens novel (Ford and Lane 214). The mix of ―quaint gaiety‖ and
―aggressiveness‖ in Dickens‘s anthropomorphic objects nicely match the OED’s most current
definition of ―cute‖ as an adjective ―applied to people as well as things, with the sense of
‗attractive, pretty, charming‘; also, ‗attractive in a mannered way.‖ The cute object is charming
but frequently made so through artificial means, which reflect the violence of its creation, but
perhaps also the ―aggressiveness‖ instilled by such manufacture. Merging persons and things,
cuteness names the dominant representational practice of Dickens‘s novels and his fashion of
testing and (mis)shaping the human subject‘s borders. Moreover, the ―mannered‖ or calculated
charm that can pertain to the cute object or person points back to the earliest definition of cute—
―acute, clever, keen-witted, sharp, shrewd‖—and should remind us of Dickens‘s little women,
who affect certain behaviors to influence or manipulate others.
Littleness may not be an absolute requisite of cuteness, but it is a prominent feature of
many cute objects referenced by the OED and various twenty-first-century websites dedicated to
cataloguing cuteness: puppies, kittens, babies, children, cottages, cupcakes, petite garments and
accessories, and the foreshortened language of Twitter and baby talk. While the littleness of
these objects marks them as vulnerable or just plain banal, much of the journalistic language
being used to describe the turn-of-the-twenty-first-century ―cuteness surge‖ and the capacity of
cuteness to ―smother its critics with softness‖ indicates the strategic force of cuteness, which
may be deployed not just by Madison Avenue or a nineteenth-century novelist but by cute
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objects themselves. I opened this chapter by establishing littleness as a name for the moral
imperative to selflessness imposed upon the girl. This imperative is, without a doubt, violent,
and in the guise of veneration, requires the girl to forcefully circumscribe her desires and her
independence from the men in her life. Yet ―little‖ also thereby identifies more than abused
vulnerability; it points to the distinctively muscular self-control of certain girls in Dickens‘s
novels. Amy Dorrit recognizes the immense sway of the small and (apparently) defenseless
object—of cuteness—and uses it to manipulate John Chivery. Discussing cuteness in the very
different context of the twentieth-century Japanese kawaii aesthetic, Sianne Ngai notes a similar
capacity for ―cute objects to be helpless and aggressive at the same time,‖ arguing that ―this
paradoxical doubleness is embedded in the concept from the start‖ (823). Ngai illustrates this
point both through the abused and abusive traits of a particular kawaii character and through the
observation that the word ―cute‖ derives from the word ―acute,‖ meaning sharp, pointed, keen,
and shrewd. Diminutized, like so many cute objects, the word ―cute‖ retains the telltale violence
of a lopped off ―a‖ by embedding it as a ―cut.‖ Although cuteness is a broadly applicable term
for describing the aesthetic and affective aspects of Dickens‘s novels, as I will briefly
demonstrate in this section, this chapter focuses mainly on cuteness as a mode of passive
aggression by which Dickens‘s good girls and Dickens himself actively stage themselves as
vulnerable objects in order to assert themselves and to fulfill particular desires.
The moral imperative to selflessness under which Dickens‘s good girls live might seem
distinct from the entertainment imperative to cuteness Dickens undergoes, but both Dickens and
his little women experience these injunctions as a pressing obligation to be pleasing. Amy and
Nell enact the morality of being solicitous of others‘ desire through acute responsiveness to their
audience. Such heightened sensitivity, as we have seen with Nell, can wear the girl down to the
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point of a violent outburst. Dickens himself errs on the aggressive side of passive aggression in
the preface to Little Dorrit when, in response to charges of the novel‘s political naïveté lodged
by contemporary critics, he tenders an ―apology for so exaggerated a fiction as the Barnacles and
the Circumlocution Office‖ and ―make[s] so bold as to defend that extravagant conception Mr.
Merdle‖ (5). Reference to the abuses of public office during the Crimean War and a list of reallife referents for the crooked financier Mr. Merdle follow Dickens‘s first expression of contrition
and precede a second: ―But, I submit myself to suffer judgment to go by default on all these
counts, if need be, and to accept the assurance (on good authority) that nothing like them was
ever known in this land‖ (5). Dickens conspicuously heaps coals of fire upon the heads of those
who object to his novel‘s claims to realism and political acumen, but his closing insistence upon
his own popularity—―I never had so many readers‖—betrays lingering outrage and vulnerability
to criticism (6). Not unlike Amy Dorrit, Dickens makes others feel his pain by emphasizing his
own vulnerability and willingness to ―submit.‖ His self-minimizing and self-justifying rhetoric in
this preface (which typifies many of his prefaces) performs cuteness in its mixed modes of
acquiescent adorablenesss, violently deployed charm, and aggressive demands for love and
attention.69
Beginning his writing career in the 1830s when the word cute annexed a particular
aesthetic to its extant definition of a shrewd quality of mind, Dickens provides the OED with a
citation of cuteness as straightforward cleverness in Barnaby Rudge. However, his novels also
map out the latent violence of cuteness, translating into narrative form the aphetic slice that never
completely severs the word ―cute‖ from its etymological root in the word ―acute.‖ Indeed, in his
1846 Christmas book, The Chimes, Dickens most explicitly aligns cuteness with violence by
naming the villain of the piece—a slick public servant who sadistically ―puts down‖ the
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problems of his impoverished constituents—Alderman Cute. Cuteness, I want to emphasize,
cuts—and in more than one direction. The cut of cuteness involves, as Amy Dorrit illustrates,
the damage the cute thing can do under the cover of cuteness, and it also names the damage done
to make someone or something cute in the first place. Ngai similarly outlines the sadistic
shaping of the cute object, defining cuteness as ―an aesthetic organized around a small, helpless,
or deformed object that foregrounds the violence in its production as such‖ (819). Many of
Dickens‘s most memorable characters bear the marks of such abuse. Reduced to tears by Amy‘s
subtle tactics for banishing him from the Iron Bridge, John Chivery receives hard knocks from
the novel as well. That one of John‘s eyes cannot ―collect itself‖ because he so frequently used
to ―peep through the keyhole‖ of the Marshalsea at Amy places him among the ranks of beloved
characters in Dickens‘s novels whose subjectivity is warped into a type of object status by their
environment (229). John‘s attempt to read the world actively, even voyeuristically, through his
eye results in the deformation of that eye, and John along with it, bending visual acuity back on
itself and creating another mangled but still cute (and cute because mangled) object in the
Dickens collection. But why does the potential repulsiveness of John‘s lazy eye appeal rather
than repel? In a study of cuteness in twentieth-century consumer culture, Daniel Harris argues
that ―The grotesque is cute because the grotesque is pitiable, and pity is the primary emotion of
this seductive and manipulative aesthetic that arouses our sympathies by creating anatomical
pariahs‖ (4). Although I would not agree that all grotesque things are cute—some are
irrecuperably disgusting—Dickens noticeably deploys the repulsive and damaged to provoke
patronizing compassion in characters and readers. Of John‘s awkward deference to Amy, we
hear that ―[t]here really was a genuineness in the poor fellow, and a contrast between the
hardness of his hat and the softness of his heart (albeit, perhaps, of his head, too), that was
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moving‖ (235). Beleaguered by a hardboiled hat and a soft-boiled head, ―poor‖ John looks
pitiful, non-threatening, and in need of some TLC, because the novel brings him to life through
violent battery. If postmodern consumers spend money and self-affirming pity on deformed
objects, as Harris suggests, it was Dickens who accomplished the first retail packaging of abuse
as adorable and the abused object as necessarily loveable and cute.
Theorizing John Chivery in terms of distortion, I owe a debt to Alex Woloch‘s poetics of
character, The One vs. the Many: Minor Characters and the Space of the Protagonist in the
Novel. For Woloch, ―Dickens‘s forceful caricature—his insistent distortions of secondary
characters—is the wellspring of their affective force‖ (129). The constricted and often mangled
―socionarrative condition‖ of these characters—their minor narrative status frequently combined
with a minoritized social position—makes them ―comic, grotesque, eccentric,‖ or what I am
calling cute (Woloch 129, 126). Cuteness figures as the major unspoken term in Woloch‘s
discussion of Dickens, particularly around the topic of ―affective force,‖ which implies emotion
compelled from readers by characters or author. It is not only, then, characters who are violently
shaped, but charmed readers who are conditioned to respond to distortion as benign (rather than
infectious) entertainment.70 While Dickens may not squash, bend, addle, and mechanize his
readers in the exaggerated or even cartoonish fashion that he employs to hammer out his
characters, he certainly does put the squeeze on our emotions. In the midst of John Chivery‘s
disastrously aborted proposal, Dickens insists upon John‘s respectability even as he mocks
John‘s gaudy courting attire and naively melodramatic attachment to Amy: ―The mournfulness
of his spirits, and the gorgeousness of his appearance, might have made him ridiculous, but that
his delicacy made him respectable‖ (236). This prescriptive two-step perpetuates the reader‘s
entertainment at John‘s expense unabated by the respect we are encouraged to feel for him.
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Indeed, Dickens and Amy play a tagteam game of smackdown with John Chivery: Amy dictating
John‘s behavior by being (a)cute and Dickens using John as a cute character to provoke the
reader‘s sadistic attachment. Dickens notably sets John‘s proposal attempt in motion with a
comment that prefigures Amy‘s self-described ―unprotected‖ state and that seems designed to
generate protective outrage on her behalf: ―In this affair, as in every other, Little Dorrit herself
was the last person considered‖ (230). Author and self-authoring character possess a knack for
employing ―affective force‖ upon an audience to direct its judgment and attachments.
Skill at emotional manipulation links Dickens and Amy as (a)cute subjects, but even as
the title character of Little Dorrit, Amy also bears a resemblance to the more object-like cute
characters in Dickens‘s novels. As a protagonist, she occupies the narrative space that, as
Woloch demonstrates, permits realism, development, and psychological depth. Yet, making this
claim in regard to Amy presents a problem since personal growth and realistic characterization
have so frequently been called into question around both her and Nell.71 Their saintly, selfdiminishing behavior flattens them into emblems of goodness: Little Dorrit and Little Nell
instead of Amy Dorrit and Nell Trent. Like the minor characters in Dickens that Woloch
describes, these little women function allegorically, not simply, in their case, to illuminate the
qualities of (other) protagonists through contrast but also to embody the lesson of female selfsacrifice. For instance, when the myopically benevolent Mr. Meagles praises Amy as the
embodiment of ―Duty,‖ his expression of admiration for her ―active resignation‖ forms the
centerpiece in the scene of another girl‘s instruction: the taming of the repentant Tattycoram,
―the impetuous girl,‖ ―that vehement panting creature‖ whom the Meagles adopt to be a servant
to their petted daughter Pet (846, 340, 343). Actively resigning herself, Amy is both a mere
token of the Victorian imperative to female dutifulness and an immensely self-controlled person.
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Woloch‘s nearly exclusive focus on Dickens‘s male characters and his description of the
―narrative process that underlies all of Dickens‘s work‖ in terms of a ―central, but passive,
protagonist who encounters a powerful, but distorted minor character,‖ cause him to overlook the
active but neither entirely central nor fully rounded female protagonists present in certain
Dickens novels (35). Little Dorrit can, in fact, be described as Arthur Clennam‘s story as much
as Amy‘s; Arthur‘s persistent whining about his lack of will certainly slots him into the model of
the passive central protagonist. And The Old Curiosity Shop allows its narrative thread to fray so
much by the end of the novel that Thackeray could regard it as two separate stories, claiming to
have ―never read the Nelly part…more than once; whereas I have Dick Swiveller and the
Marchioness by heart‖ (qtd. in Collins 91). Nell may be the organizing principle in this novel
and the curious object that sets its narratives in motion, but the novel occasionally loses its focus
upon her for chapters at a time, ―tak[ing] the friendly reader by the hand and springing with him
into the air‖ in order to ―alight‖ in Bevis Marks or Dick Swiveller‘s rooms where Nell is
unknown or barely remembered (248). Despite the dilution of narrative focus among several
main characters in these novels, neither Amy nor Nell can reasonably be called a distorted minor
character. Adapting Woloch‘s reading of the ―allegorizing‖ force through which the novel
makes minor characters function instrumentally, I want to emphasize the different type of
functional deformation practiced upon major girl characters by the narratives that idealize them
into impossibly nice figures (18).
Master Humphrey, the initial narrator of The Old Curiosity Shop, famously describes
Little Nell as an allegory, concluding his first encounter with her by meditating on her ―in her
bed,‖ sleeping among the curiosities at her grandfather‘s shop: ―I had her image, without any
effort of imagination, surrounded and beset by everything that was foreign to its nature, and
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furthest removed from the sympathies of her sex and age…she seemed to exist in a kind of
allegory‖ (19-20). The coy language of ―seemed to‖ and ―kind of‖ gives little sense of what Nell
allegorizes other than difference. But difference is quite enough for Humphrey, since it creates
distance between Nell and her surroundings and between Nell and Humphrey: breathing room
for fantasizing. Nell as space-for-fantasy is precisely what Dickens appears to be offering not
only to Humphrey but also to Thomas Hood, whose rhapsodic 1840 review of The Old Curiosity
Shop caused Dickens to add to later editions of the novel the above passage in which Humphrey
frames Nell as an allegory. Hood likened the illustration of Nell asleep in bed to ―an Allegory of
the peace and innocence of Childhood in the midst of Violence, Superstition, and all the hateful
and hurtful Passions of the world‖ (Collins 96). This incarnation of ―peace and innocence‖
would be about as dull and flat as Amy Dorrit‘s personification of ―Duty,‖ except for the erotic
excitement lent to this scene by ―violence,‖ ―passions,‖ and grown men leering at Nell both
inside and outside of the novel. There is a twofold cuteness in such allegorizing of the girl. The
violent reduction of girls to two-dimensional virtues, like duty and innocence, parallels the
sadism Dickens deploys to reproduce a line of cute minor characters, each associated with a
particular tic or trait. Nell is too good to be true, the cardboard product of the self-serving
patriarchal ideology of female dutifulness that Dickens, as we have seen, espoused in certain
public speeches and heavy-handed passages in his novels. Yet Nell is also another kind of
impossible object: a child, or, as Kincaid has argued, a construct composed of ―the central
features of desirability in our culture—purity, innocence, emptiness, Otherness‖ (Child-Loving
5). Insofar as this dominant conception of the child is a particular adult fabrication, it also
flattens small human beings like Nell into the representation of another person‘s desires,
obscuring any disruptions the child herself causes in this fantasy. Hood‘s interpretation of Nell
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tells us more about his longing for an erotically endangered but simultaneously inviolable child
than about the waking reality of Nell, who imbibes and expresses plenty of ―hateful and hurtful
passions‖ over the course of the novel. Nell does, as I have illustrated, lash out at her
grandfather, and she repeatedly demonstrates an understanding of the exploitive designs adults
have upon her by carefully planning escapes from Quilp, the rapacious Codlin and Short, and the
drunken men who ferry her and her grandfather to Birmingham. Yet the abiding image of Nell
remains one of willing self-sacrifice and tranquil repose, often as seen through the admiring eyes
of other characters in the novel.72
The spectacle of Nell in bed and adored by multiple viewers should remind us of a third
definition of ―cute‖ not listed in most dictionaries, including the august OED: sexually
appealing. No doubt the use of the word cute to label an erotic object is a distinctly American
and post-nineteenth-century idiom. Yet I would argue that, with Little Nell, Dickens inaugurates
an erotics of cuteness around the girl that can be traced through Shirley Temple, Lolita, JonBenét
Ramsey, and Dakota Fanning. Precociousness and keen responsiveness to an audience
distinguish the girl‘s cuteness from the boy‘s different kinds of desirability in Dickens‘s novels.
Dickens trades in the received idea—trotted out by the American media any time girls‘
standardized test scores creep a few points above the boys‘—that girls naturally possess greater
verbal and interpersonal acuity than boys: are more mature than boys. Confronting the star turns
of Estella on Miss Havisham‘s stage, a bewildered and besotted Pip (at least as recalled by his
adult self) records his impression that ―she seemed much older than I, of course, being a girl, and
beautiful and self-possessed‖ (56). As with Estella, Nell‘s self-possession is a double-edged
sword, wielded to pierce hearts but also demanded by the circumstances of her upbringing.
Neither girl is legally, emotionally, or economically in full possession of herself. But to explain
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the girl‘s acute self-awareness as the result of abuse or neglect that destroys some type of natural
innocence is to sound dangerously like Master Humphrey, chiding old Trent for sending Nell on
solitary errands in London and clamoring for the preservation of her purity: ―it always grieves
me to contemplate the initiation of children into the ways of life, when they are scarcely more
than infants. It checks their confidence and simplicity‖ (12). Confidence and simplicity, I
suppose, are meant to be synonyms, implying something like naïve trustfulness. The confidence
Nell puts in others, however, is wilier than Humphrey explicitly admits. Indeed, it is not entirely
clear whether Master Humphrey is attracted to Nell and to telling her story because she is so
vulnerable and innocent or because she is so capable and shrewd.
If we regard the girl only as an erotic object, it becomes easy not to recognize her
carefully staged techniques of seduction. The Nell who approaches Master Humphrey in the
street to ask for directions is hardly a babe in the woods or unaware that she might be perceived
as such. When Nell and Humphrey set off for the destination that she has cagily not named as
her home, Humphrey reports,
She put her hand in mind as confidingly as if she had known me from her cradle, and
we trudged away together: the little creature accommodating her pace to mine, and rather
seeming to lead and take care of me than I to be protecting her. I observed that every
now and then she stole a curious look at my face as if to make quite sure that I was not
deceiving her, and that these glances (very sharp and keen they were too) seemed to
increase her confidence at every repetition (9).
Nell‘s ―sharp and keen‖—or, as we should recognize them by now, cute—glances transfix
Humphrey at least as much as her endangered state. While Humphrey situates Nell in his
imagination as an object perpetually under threat (―surrounded and beset by everything that was
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foreign to its nature‖) this is not the only image of Nell available in the novel. It is, in fact, Nell
who scents an actively malicious intention in Humphrey‘s reply to her request for directions:
―Suppose I should direct you wrong‖ (9). Nell answers, ―I am sure you will not do that…you are
such a very old gentleman, and walk so slow yourself‖ (9). Though Humphrey could be
suggesting that he might accidently mislead her through a mistaken sense of direction, Nell
insists upon Humphrey‘s good intentions while alluding to his slow pace, which would
presumably hamper his ability to physically threaten her. Nell‘s ―curious‖ interest in Humphrey
and precocious trust in his goodwill produce exactly what she wishes, a guide home, and exactly
what he wishes, a willing object of fantasy. Moreover, it is important to note that Nell is in a
vulnerable position, navigating the streets of London at night, and knows it, using this awareness
in her encounter with Humphrey. Her cuteness combines endangerment, cunning, and erotic
appeal in a mix that makes it difficult to determine whether vulnerability or shrewdness
predominates. If we do read Nell‘s solicitation of Master Humphrey as an act of pedophilic selfstaging, her calculated self-display significantly resembles Dickens‘s editing of The Old
Curiosity Shop to pander to Thomas Hood‘s admiration for Nell. Affording Hood a more
lingering gaze at Nell‘s threatened innocence through the medium of Master Humphrey,
Dickens, like every good child, responds attentively to adult desires. Yet such attentiveness is
not simple obedience, but the type of (a)cuteness that is the child‘s seduction—a seduction
aggressive in its allure and in its capacity to punish, tease, and deny desires directed its way.

Making a Scene
Charles Dickens knows a thing or two about cute self-staging, given his direction of
(semi) private theatricals, his public readings, and his early years as a child-star of sorts whose
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father stood him on tabletops and paraded him in public spaces to sing comic songs.73 Even the
thorough cleaning of a rented house in Paris fell under the purview of what Dickens called ―my
stage-managerial energies‖ (Letters Vol. 7, 724). He could not bear dirt or disorder but
repeatedly represented both in the confines of his novels. Public speeches and readings likewise
offered him a space to manage chaos, embodied in these venues by a dissonant mass audience.
Recording the experience of a public reading in Dublin, Dickens wrote to his sister-in-law,
Georgiana Hogarth, ―Everybody was at ‗Little Dombey‘ today, and though I had some little
difficulty to work them up in consequence of the excessive crowding of the place, and the
difficulty of shaking the people into their seats, the effect was unmistakable and profound. The
crying was universal, and they were extraordinarily affected‖ (Letters Vol. 8, 638). Due to his
extreme popularity, Dickens frequently faced groups whose physical discomfort in packed
theaters, preconceived expectations, and mixed-class composition threatened to prohibit or break
the spell he wove. The distracted Dublin audience, as Dickens recounts, had to be worked up
and shaken to attention before they succumbed to his affect with ―universal‖ tears. Notable for
its sentimentality, the death of Paul Dombey gave Dickens a three-handkerchief cudgel with
which to work over the crowd and shape them into a uniform, weeping, responsive body. Citing
Dickens‘s many references to his audience as a malleable collective in her essay, ―A Pulse of
124: Charles Dickens and a Pathology of the Mid-Victorian Reading Public,‖ Helen Small
argues, ―Through Reading, the public is being made one body, and, more than that, a fully
sympathetic body subject to the author-reader‘s masterly control‖ (283).74 The sadistic edge to
Dickens‘s entertainment practices—working up the audience, shaking them, and making them
cry—responds at least in part to his confrontation with a diverse, admiring, and expectant
audience that he resented and feared as much as he courted and loved. The emotional
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manipulation inherent in such entertainment can also be recognized as a form of cuteness. When
Dickens writes home to Georgiana Hogarth, he does so in a self-satisfied tone of having subdued
an unruly audience solely through the force of his charm. While I would not deny that there are
many facets to Dickens‘s well-documented theatricality, his near-compulsive and eventually
fatal need to win over an audience through the power of emotional manipulation mirrors his little
women, who, like Nell, make their way through the world armed with no other tools of
protection or advancement than the strength of their personal appeal and ability to please.
Pleasing and affecting others sometimes means putting them through an emotional
wringer, but it also can involve staging oneself as endangered or mistreated in order to cultivate
pity, attachment, and extreme sensitivity to one‘s victimization. Nell, as I have been trying to
suggest, is adept at using her own vulnerability to influence the behavior of certain adult
characters. Her death is the scene of The Old Curiosity Shop, and this episode, I want to argue,
functions as a mechanism of aggression, a posthumous volley from an adolescent girl who has
some good reasons to be angry, particularly with her ineffectual and misguidedly affectionate
caretaker. But it is worth deferring a reading of Little Nell‘s death for a moment (thereby
following Dickens‘s lead in building anticipatory excitement for it) in order to take a look at
several ―scenes‖ Dickens made about The Old Curiosity Shop, which double the aggression that
Nell covers with resignation, dutifulness, and precocity.
The second preface Dickens composed for The Old Curiosity Shop, written nearly eight
years after the completion of the novel and accompanying several nineteenth-century editions he
authorized, is a fascinating document. It frames Nell as the novel‘s central character and posits
the scene of Nell asleep in the curiosity shop as the alluring genesis of the text, but it actually
allots more space to explaining how the novel came to be separated from the Master Humphrey’s
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Clock miscellany in which it originally appeared as a serial. The ―desultory character‖ of these
―detached papers‖ supposed to be authored by Master Humphrey and his friends did not charm
many readers, so Dickens excised them from the subsequent single-volume edition of The Old
Curiosity Shop in obedience to his readers‘ general distaste for this miscellany (5). ―Though I
now affect to make the confession philosophically, as referring to a by-gone emotion,‖ Dickens
writes of this editorial act, ―I am conscious that my pen winces a little even while I write these
words. But it was done, and wisely done and MASTER HUMPHREY‘S CLOCK, as originally
constructed, became one of the lost books of the earth—which, we all know, are far more
precious than any that can be read for love or money‖ (5). This deference to criticism and
accompanying admission of the tender pains of editing also opens a space for lashing out; in
losing Master Humphrey’s Clock, readers have lost a book more ―precious‖ than any book
ready-to-hand. Or, to translate this sentiment by its spirit rather than by the letter, we might read
it as ―I‘m Charles Dickens! And in rejecting Master Humphrey, you have lost out on a piece of
my inimitable genius.‖ Putting his pain and his obedience to an audience on display, Dickens
also shows off his own specialness by jealously guarding it, passive aggressively denying any
future access to that which should have been recognized as valuable. The cuteness of this
passive aggressive withholding lies in its perpetrator‘s pretense of guileless adherence to proper
behavior. Such modest submission, however, is showy in its enactment. While cute conduct or
objects may be sly or trite, they still compel the gaze. Several of the nineteenth-century
examples the OED offers for the proper usage of the word ―cute‖ aggressively solicit a compliant
audience: ―I‘m goin‘ to show you about as cute a thing as you‘ve seen in many a day.‖ Or the
question posed in the imperative mode: ―Ain‘t it cute to see a Yankee Take sech everlastin‘
pains?‖75 With the ring (or the American twang) of a peep-show artist or side-show barker, these
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calls to view and attest to cuteness recall Dickens‘s brand of showmanship, especially in the
―Look-at-me!‖ quality of his demands for the audience‘s complete attention and confirmation. It
is not only appealing and seductive objects like Nell being put on display in such shows, but the
author himself who makes an attraction of his own obedience and injury.
The flurry of letters Dickens posted about his suffering while writing the death of Little
Nell, like the preface to The Old Curiosity Shop, showcase the pain of doing one‘s duty, but
rather than violently shutting out their readers and teasing them with an occulted object (as
Dickens does with Master Humphrey’s Clock) these letters insistently cultivate their readers‘
sympathy. Long before the public reading tours, personal correspondence provided Dickens
with a stage upon which to garner affection and model appropriate responses to his novels. In
response to fellow writer Basil Hall‘s praise for the serial progress of The Old Curiosity Shop,
Dickens wrote, ―What can I say to you in acknowledgement of your high commendation of the
tale I am drawing to a close—with no common regret and pain do I assure you—for I am loath to
finish it—and of the cheering encouragement you give me….I cannot thank you enough for your
generous applause‖ (Letters Vol. 2, 174). A similar letter to his friend W.C. Macready reads, ―I
am slowly murdering that poor child, and grow wretched over it. It wrings my heart. Yet it must
be‖ (Letters Vol. 2, 180). Committing murderous violence that he is ―loath‖ to but ―must,‖
Dickens depicts himself as submitting to the demands of an undefined but redoubtable entity.
While not grammatically expressed in the passive voice, these articulations of compulsion and
pain modify their subject as a passive object. Dickens effectively gets into character as Nell, on
the one hand, by making the agony of her death his own; on the other hand, this appropriated
agony separates him from the child he is so conspicuously ―murdering.‖ Every reference to Nell
becomes an occasion to angle for sympathy and admiration for himself.76 It is difficult not to
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notice Dickens‘s eager solicitation of ―encouragement‖ and ―applause‖ in these letters even
when their writers have already commended his work. Giving instructions to George
Cattermole, one of the illustrators for The Old Curiosity Shop, upon the image that would close
the novel, Dickens concluded, ―I am, for the time being, nearly dead with work—and grief for
the loss of my child‖ (Letters Vol. 2, 184). Explicitly occupying the position of bereaved parent,
Dickens also resembles Little Nell in working himself unto death. This novel and its characters
join together to beatify Nell‘s toil for her grandfather‘s sake and her ―undiminished resolution
not to betray by any word or sign her sinking state‖ (342). But one notable characteristic
separates Dickens‘s hard labor from Nell‘s: while she strives to hide her pain and suffering, he
displays an audience-oriented need to showcase it over and over again. Nell‘s modesty and
earnest self-abnegation would seem to set her in opposition to Dickens‘s melodramatic selfdenial. Not for her the great revenge fantasy of childhood in which the child‘s death elicits the
proper remorse and love from the self-absorbed, exploitive, or indifferent parent.
Yet at least one member of Dickens‘s public audience discerned an overlap in Nell and
her ostentatious creator. An American cartoon advertising Dickens‘s public readings
anomalously depicts Dickens as Little Nell—anomalously because Dickens never read from The
Old Curiosity Shop on any of his tours.77 [See Figure 1] The cartoon‘s four other images of
Dickens accoutered to resemble his characters accurately name novels or characters from the
novels he did perform: Pickwick, Dombey & Son, David Copperfield, and Sam Weller. If the
aim of costuming Dickens as Little Nell was the joke of putting the hoary and bearded Dickens
in a dress, this effect could just as easily have been achieved by outfitting him as Sairey Gamp,
whom he did portray for many delighted audiences.
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Figure 1: Anonymous cartoon advertising Dickens‘s public readings in the United States.

What this cartoon illustrates about Little Nell (perhaps in spite of itself) is her theatricality and a
sense of her story as experienced by its readers in a very present and corporeal manner. Like the
death of ―Little Dombey,‖ which Dickens did read on tour, Little Nell‘s story is a tear jerker.
Dickens may have used this genre sadistically against his audience and the objects of his
narratives, but he also (as we have seen) turned it upon himself, aligning himself emotionally
with Nell in his absolute dutifulness and vulnerability to others‘ desires. The powerful author
figure who could commit acts of murder had as his double the powerless and exploited female
child. This child-double had to be a girl, I believe, because the girl provides an image, which can
be regarded with narcissistic self-pity, of personhood that will never be fully empowered, even
by adulthood. Yet Nell‘s ability to stage her own obedience and pain duplicates Dickens‘s acute
on- and off-stage shows. Like Dickens—taking his place on the stage—Nell knows how to
reduce an audience to tears by tugging on their narcissistic sympathy for a neglected child.
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The scene of Nell lying dead in the church that becomes the final resting place on her
journey, usually discussed by critics in terms of pathos or sentimentality, acts with equal success
as a mechanism for passive aggression.78 If we consider this static episode not simply from the
mourners‘ point of view but also from Nell‘s perspective (a task not quite as impossible as it
sounds) Nell‘s oblique anger disturbs the mournful calm generated by the omniscient narration.
The description of Nell‘s wake reads like a four verse prose poem interrupted in its regular
cadence and repetitive structure by Nell‘s instructions for the proper staging of her bier:
For she was dead. There, upon her little bed, she lay at rest. The solemn stillness was
no marvel now.
She was dead. No sleep so beautiful and calm, so free from trace of pain, so fair to
look upon. She seemed a creature fresh from the hand of God, and waiting for the breath
of life; not one who had lived and suffered death.
Her couch was dressed with here and there some winter berries and green leaves,
gathered in a spot she had been used to favour. ―When I die, put near me something that
has loved the light, and had the sky above it always.‖ Those were her words.
She was dead. Dear, gentle, patient, noble Nell, was dead. Her little bird—a poor
slight thing the pressure of a finger would have crushed—was stirring nimbly in its cage;
and the strong heart of its child-mistress was mute and motionless forever. (537-38)
This is no doubt a pathetic scene, ripe for all sorts of cathexes. Kincaid, for instance, contends
that Dickens‘s distraction by the fragility of Nell‘s little bird and the violence that might be done
to it through the mere ―pressure of a finger‖ offers one of many ―handy containers‖ in which to
hide readerly embarrassment and desire toward Nell (―Little Nell—She Dead‖ 36). His attention
to ―this peculiarly vindictive aside‖ about the bird can help us to recognize other currents of
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aggression flowing through this scene, at least one of which emanates from Nell (―Little Nell—
She Dead‖ 35). I, for one, cannot help noticing the way Nell‘s recorded voice punctures the
reverent descriptions of her purity and patience, not to alter or modestly disown them, but rather
to double them. That is to say, she, like the narrator, holds an investment in her peacefully
resigned and pathetic persona. Reiterating the narrator‘s impression of the scene, Nell‘s calm
devotion to the ―sky above‖ dominates her self-staging and wrenches another sob from whoever
may be looking on or reading along. The tableau: a good girl who did not deserve to die,
clinging to life in death and crushingly in contrast to the ephemeral plant and animal life that
outlives her. All of this wrenching, clinging, and crushing barrages anyone in its vicinity: the
characters in the novel, readers in England, readers across the Atlantic. But it scores one
particularly direct hit: Nell‘s grandfather, who dies shortly thereafter, ―a broken-hearted man‖
(545). The old man‘s blindness, infantile dependency, and convoluted cant about gambling away
his money for Nell‘s sake recede for a moment under the pressure of Nell‘s death, making him
realize the physical and emotional pain she endured for him. ―I have remembered since,‖ he tells
the distraught Kit Nubbles, ―she walked behind me, sir, that I might not see how lame she was‖
(534). Nell‘s grandfather may not recognize the difference between Nell sleeping and Nell
dying—―Sleep has left me…It is all with her!‖—but he knows she has snatched rest and relief
from him (535). Take that, Grandfather!
Structurally, Nell‘s revenge upon her grandfather prefigures Dickens‘s move in the
preface to The Old Curiosity Shop of exhibiting and then occluding a desirable object. Seduction
becomes a form of revenge for both Nell and Dickens insofar as they punish others with a
belated glimpse of their own absented value. Dickens uses this tactic of teasing the reader
several times in the novel‘s denouement, building up suspense over whether or not Nell has died
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and then killing her twice over. When Kit Nubbles arrives to save Nell and her grandfather and
reunite them with their long-lost relative, the single gentleman, he cannot get a clear answer from
his former employer about what has happened to Nell. Like Kit, readers of the novel do not
know Nell‘s fate at this point of the narrative, and we undergo various tortures at the hands of
Nell‘s grandfather as he suggests that ―she is still asleep,‖ that they can ―hear her now,‖ and that
―her hand‖ has moved ―a little—a very, very, little‖ before we receive absolute confirmation that
Nell is dead (533, 535). But in the next and penultimate chapter of the novel, Dickens revives
Nell so that she can die all over again in the account the searchers hear from the group who
attended her death bed:
She had been dead two days. They were all about her at the time, knowing that the end
was drawing on. She died soon after daybreak. They had read and talked to her in the
earlier portion of the night, but as the hours crept on, she sunk to sleep….Opening her
eyes at last, from a very quiet sleep, she begged that they would kiss her once again.
That done, she turned to the old man with a lovely smile upon her face—such, they said,
as they had never seen, and never could forget—and clung with both her arms about his
neck. They did not know that she was dead, at first. (539)
―[H]ad been dead,‖ ―died soon after,‖ ―sunk to sleep,‖ ―open[ing] her eyes at last,‖ ―was dead‖
but indiscernibly so: the rapid oscillation between a dead and a dying Nell puts this death on a
repeat cycle that is tantalizing as well as brutal to its viewers. Regarding this scene from Nell‘s
point of view, however, we can also see a fantasy fulfilled of the perpetual punishment
experienced by those who did not love the child in a proper, timely, or sufficient manner. Amy
Dorrit shares this revenge fantasy with Nell, but manages to survive it—albeit not without
painful self-mutilation.
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Amy‘s Helping Hand
Amy‘s self-mutilation is most noticeable in her stunted physique: the result of long-term
anorexic selflessness that demands she feed her father rather than herself. As Arthur Clennam
discovers on his first visit to the Marshalsea, ―[s]he had brought the meat home that she should
have eaten herself, for her father...awaiting his supper at the table‖ (96). This habit, which
Dickens refers to as one of the ―moral phenomena of Little Dorrit,‖ physicalizes the selflessness
(or ceding of self) that constitutes Amy‘s selfhood. One of the many nobodies in Little Dorrit,
Amy establishes her identity as an adjunct to her family and through the work she does to keep
them fed, clothed, and employed. She is nobody without her family but also nobody within it.
The rest of the Dorrits, Arthur Clennam decides, ―were lazily habituated to her, as they were to
all the rest of their condition….they regarded her as being in her necessary place; as holding a
position towards them all which belonged to her, like her name or age. He fancied that they
viewed her, not as having risen away from the prison atmosphere, but as appertaining to it; as
being vaguely what they had a right to expect, and nothing more‖ (108-109). To the Dorrits,
Amy is a type of sustenance living like the ―prison atmosphere‖ that is free to breathe but not
exactly a blessing to be counted. Yet Clennam‘s mildly outraged assessment of Amy‘s
exploitation by her family betrays a certain blindness in the equation that her servitude is
something ―which belonged to her, like her name or her age.‖ Amy‘s name and age are both
unstable, frequently treated by other characters as ciphers, and distinguishing characteristics that
Amy to a large extent controls, just as she manages her family.79 By virtue of Amy‘s carefully
calculated physical appearance and bearing, both Arthur Clennam and the prostitute whom Amy
meets the night she is locked out the Marshalsea initially mistake her for a child, and Amy
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insists, even after her engagement to Arthur, that he call her Little Dorrit, a diminutive that
preserves the pre-marital relationship in which Arthur thinks of Amy as his moral compass, the
―dear little creature [who] had influenced his better resolutions‖ (752).80 In effect, Amy shapes
and deforms herself in much the same way that Dickens violently fashions his cute characters.
Like these characters, she is defined by extreme physical distortion and lives a kind of partial
life, subordinated to the centrality of others. Yet, unlike cute characters such as John Chivery,
she possesses a significant measure of control over her own physical and ontological status as
well as over the behavior and emotions of others. What we might think of as her authorfunction—her self-shaping and government of her family—is a form of cuteness. Much more so
than The Old Curiosity Shop, in which Little Nell dies before she can fully warp herself into a
grotesque adult-child like Amy Dorrit, Little Dorrit depicts the girl‘s cuteness as the violent
disfiguration of self undertaken in order to manipulate and punish others.
It is frequently the case in Little Dorrit that selfhood can only be discerned through the
violence done to a person (or to one‘s person) and can only be asserted through aggressive acts
toward others. Arthur Clennam recognizes himself as ―[t]rained by main force; broken, not
bent‖ by his parents (35). Miss Wade sees every act of kindness made towards her as a
condescending assault aimed to put her in her place as a social outcast. Mrs. Clennam mortifies
herself and her adopted child, Arthur, in retribution for her husband‘s betrayal and in penance for
her own murderous violence to Arthur‘s mother. And these are only a few of the characters who
obsessively nurse the wounds that make them the people they hate to be. Amy Dorrit would
seem the antidote to such aggressive refusals of culpability and disfiguring self-pity with her
forgetfulness of self and ―solicitude for others‖ (115). But in important essays on Little Dorrit,
both Sherri Wolf and Kincaid demonstrate in different ways that Amy is a power-monger, who
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fortifies her selfhood by making dependents of other people or implicitly shaming them through
her exemplary responsibility and self-sacrifice.81 Her compassion, or helping hand, also
functions as an iron fist. Mr. Panks, who spends a great deal of his own time and money to
recover the lost Dorrit family fortune, is a great admirer of Amy‘s labor on behalf of others.82
Claiming to be a fortune teller, he reads ―[y]ears of toil‖ in Amy‘s hand as well as divining the
disposition of her family: ―And what‘s this with a grey gown and a black velvet cap? It‘s a
father! And what‘s this with a clarionet? It‘s an uncle! And what‘s this in dancing-shoes? It‘s a
sister! And what‘s this straggling about in an idle sort of way? It‘s a brother! And what‘s this
thinking for ‗em all? Why, this is you, Miss Dorrit!‖ (307) Being a stealthy and capable
manager of others‘ affairs both on and off the job, Mr. Panks appreciates this capacity in Amy
and recognizes it as a laudable form of supervisory labor. But Amy, making her own assessment
of her filial management practices, reveals her understanding that such behavior may be
accounted as officious. Long before meeting Panks, she discloses to Arthur Clennam that she
occasionally deceives her family for their own good. Under Clennam‘s responding ―attentive
look,‖ she mounts an internal critique with Clennam as mouthpiece, using language that
prefigures Panks‘s description of her surreptitious style of government: ―She feared that he was
blaming her in his mind, for so devising to contrive for them, think for them, and watch over
them, without their knowledge or gratitude‖ (185; emphasis added). Such care is domineering in
its aspirations. The absence of ―gratitude‖ for Amy‘s compassionate oversight could be read as
ungratefulness or as resistance to her aggressive kindness. Notably, at the very moment when
Amy internally admits that ―thinking for‖ others is a blamable behavior, she is thinking for
Arthur, thinking that he blames her. Projecting and recognizing her own concerns upon the
minds of others, Amy parasitically colonizes them, making them versions of herself in her mind
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as well as through her admonitory good behavior. Small wonder, then, that by the novel‘s
conclusion, Arthur has fully internalized Amy as an ideal model of self-abnegating selfhood.
Imprisoned in the Marshalsea because he has publically accepted the blame for investing his
business partner‘s money in Mr. Merdle‘s Ponzi scheme and blames himself for cupidity that
harms others, Clennam chastises himself with Amy‘s selfless image:
When I first gathered myself together…and set something like purpose before my jaded
eyes, whom had I before me, toiling on, for a good object‘s sake, without encouragement,
without notice, against ignoble obstacles that would have turned an army of received
heroes and heroines? One weak girl!...in whom had I watched patience, self-denial, selfsubdual, charitable construction, the noblest generosity of affections? In the same poor
girl! (752-53)
If Amy, in her own moment of self-blaming by proxy, obliquely acknowledges her will to power,
Arthur beats himself up with a vision of Amy in order to give himself over to her rule of ―selfdenial‖ and ―self-subdual.‖ This girl is neither so ―weak‖ nor so ―poor‖ as to obscure the fact
that she is (at least from Arthur‘s point of view) stronger than ―an army.‖ Her selflessness and
compassion are her imperial force. She is the analogue of the Barnacle family—tiny in name but
mighty in force—whose desultory persistence and quite effectual ineptitude as public servants
make them the ideal figure for petty, bureaucratic British colonialism, steadily ―dispatch-boxing
the compass‖ (422).
Dickens‘s own narratorial attempt in Little Dorrit to account for the origin of Amy‘s
impulse to compassion—despite its panegyric tone—insinuates that Amy carefully carves out a
self through selfless behavior that throws her into relief against her feckless family. Claiming he
cannot pinpoint at exactly what moment Amy recognized her family‘s improvidence or how
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clearly she sees it, Dickens asks, ―Is it not enough that she was inspired to be something which
was not what the rest were, and to be that something, different and laborious, for the sake of the
rest. Inspired? Yes. Shall we speak of the inspiration of a poet or a priest, and not of the heart
impelled by love and self-devotion to the lowliest work in the lowliest way of life!‖ (86) This
―self-devotion,‖ however, can look more like devotion to self than devotion of self to others. We
can more distinctly hear the potential irony of the term ―self-devotion‖ when Mr. Dorrit praises
his daughter Fanny upon her engagement to the wealthy and well-connected Edmund Sparkler as
―a child brimful of duty and good principle, self-devoted to the aggrandizement of the family‖
(624; emphasis added). Yet Fanny makes this move out of social aspiration and a desperate
desire to distinguish herself from her family. Not so differently for Amy, the famous ―Child of
the Marshalsea,‖ ―self-devotion‖ and ―lowliness‖ serve as a platform, or stage, for saintly
elevation and selfhood. Through his lavish praise of Amy, Dickens—that other famous Child of
the Marshalsea—cultivates a strong audience-relation for her. She is the seemingly vulnerable
cute object that transfixes all who meet her by managing to survive and thrive in a violent world
that by all rights should have deformed and ruined her. Her story, however, is not exactly
unique. In the autobiographical fragment in which Dickens describes his employment at
Warren‘s Blacking Factory and brief residence at the Marshalsea, he testifies to his own
miraculous survival story: ―I know that, but for the mercy of God, I might easily have been, for
any care that was taken of me, a little robber or a little vagabond‖ (29-30). Setting aside the selfconstituting self-pity of this assertion as well as its passive aggressive attack on the parents and
any other adult who did not take proper ―care‖ of Little Charles, we might still notice how gosh
darn cute Dickens makes himself merely through the use of the word ―little.‖ Diminutizing his
potential degeneracy into ―a little robber or a little vagabond,‖ Dickens takes a bite out of the
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crimes he might have committed and the crime perpetrated against him. That is to say, he turns
himself into a cheeky, non-threatening little rascal and takes a snap at anyone who could, as he
writes earlier in the fragment, ―cast away‖ such a ―quick, eager, delicate‖ little thing (25). The
cute child survives a damaging environment by going on the offensive and becoming a seductive
entertainer: Little Charles by dexterously pasting labels on blacking jars before the ―little crowd‖
gathered at the factory window and by converting his childhood woes into matter for the novels
that made him truly famous, Little Dorrit more cunningly still by seeming to abjure any showy or
self-aggrandizing acts. Both Amy and Dickens are great not-quite-cover-up artists, who in their
respective stories go to conspicuously dramatic lengths to conceal their residence in the
Marshalsea from those on the outside.83 Amy‘s most (a)cute talent, a talent augmented by
Dickens‘s narration, is her ability to play down her attention-grabbing performances—even
sometimes in her own mind.
It may seem mistaken (or just plain mean-spirited) to attribute theatrical tactics of
manipulation to a modest, self-contained heroine like Amy Dorrit for whom being ―overlooked
and forgotten, were, for herself, her chief desires‖ (309). But such hard work at being invisible
draws all kinds of attention—from the inmates of the Marshalsea, Arthur Clennam, and the
population of Venice who, after the newly rich Dorrits set up residence in that city, begin to look
for ―the little figure of the English girl who was always alone‖ (491). Like Esther Summerson,
Amy Dorrit self-consciously constructs herself as a ―little creature,‖ and she often refuses to
acknowledge to herself the extent to which such self-construction solicits consideration and
outrage on her behalf from the people she encounters. Even when we get something like direct
access to Amy‘s mind, her thoughts tend to be doubly-mediated through the narrator‘s implicit
judgments upon the correctness of these ideas and her own tendency to route self-reflection
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through other characters. In a scene particularly rich for its complex interruptions and
intersections of the characters‘ and narrator‘s points of view, Amy comes to Arthur Clennam‘s
lodgings to thank him for paying to release her brother from prison and to ask him not to give
any more ―testimonials‖ to her father. Arthur‘s concern for Amy‘s chilled appearance and icecold feet upon her arrival causes her to hide her ―thin, worn shoe,‖ an action Dickens explains
from her perspective:
Little Dorrit was not ashamed of her poor shoes. He knew her story, and it was not that.
Little Dorrit had a misgiving that he might blame her father, if he saw them; that he might
think, ‗why did he dine to-day, and leave this little creature to the mercy of the cold
stones!‘ She had no belief that it would have been a just reflection; she simply knew, by
experience, that such delusions did sometimes present themselves to people. It was part
of her father‘s misfortunes that they did. (183)
This short justification shuffles multiple points of view and moral judgments. Amy imagines
how Arthur must be seeing her: as a ―little creature‖ neglected and abused by her father.
Although Amy regards this idea as a delusion, the narrator‘s seamlessly interpolated report of her
artless faith in her father (and the novel‘s previous 200 pages of work to show Dorrit living off of
his daughter) demand that we view the delusion as Amy‘s. Yet one wonders about the extent of
Amy‘s delusional blind love considering that she can very clearly—down to the phrasing—
envision Arthur finding justifiable blame in her father eating his daughter‘s dinner and failing to
recognize that his appetites leave her damaged and exposed. Imagining herself imaged as a
―little creature,‖ Amy conjures a powerful retributive force against her father by mentally
cataloguing her own vulnerability and exploited dutifulness. ―Her mind‘s methods,‖ as
Rosmarie Bodenheimer argues of this scene, ―rely on the third person as internal antagonist‖
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who allows her to keep ―tread[ing] a very thin line between knowing and not knowing‖ that her
father is blamable (48). Such antagonism is not solely Amy‘s self-directed chastening and
repression of her resentment towards her father but also a fantasy that someone will recognize
her father‘s abusiveness and punish him for it.
This revenge fantasy, I believe, does not remain internal wish fulfillment. It works itself
out through the seduction of Arthur Clennam as an avenger and a superior, because obedient,
father-lover figure. Amy‘s subtle—both minimal and penetrating—gesture of concealing her
poorly shod feet is thoroughly cute. It draws Arthur‘s notice through Amy‘s characteristic act of
withdrawal and ―smote upon his heart‖ (183). With Arthur ―on one knee at his work of kindling
the fire‖ to warm her, Amy has him at her feet and keeps him there by shrinking away from the
warmth, food, and notice Arthur proffers: generally making herself appear even more vulnerable
in her resolute attempts to conceal her destitution (183). In being ―smote‖ by Amy‘s pride,
Arthur is smitten. But this seduction is a strange one. The erotic aspect of cuteness is precisely
what the cute object seems both to flaunt and conceal. The cute thing often seduces through its
non-threatening and non-sexual mien. Unlike Nell, Amy is neither precocious nor beautiful.
Amy‘s littleness and lowliness may not be familiar as erotic qualities, but she targets them at
Arthur, the man in the novel most susceptible to the violence of cuteness and most likely to pick
her up. Falling for Amy as an abused and neglected child—that is, falling in love with the image
Amy constructs of herself—Arthur longs to give her his protection and mobility. In fact, literally
picking Amy up becomes a specific fantasy for Arthur. When Amy leaves his apartment with
her ―big child,‖ the mentally retarded Maggy, Arthur follows stealthily to ensure their safety,
thinking to himself, ―So diminutive she looked, so fragile and defenceless against the bleak damp
weather, flitting along in the shuffling shadow of her charge, that he felt, in his compassion, and
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in his habit of considering her a child apart from the rest of the rough world, as if he would have
been glad to take her up in his arms and carry her to her journey‘s end‖ (189). Amy‘s
―defenceless‖ and childish appearance attracts and holds Arthur‘s gaze, provoking his desire to
be gentle. Arthur, who sees himself as having been bullied for 40 years by his mother, finds in
Amy a mirror image of his own unappreciated dutifulness and a woman so apparently stunted in
her physical and sexual development and so apparently shackled by familial devotion that she
cannot push him (or anyone) around.
While cuteness may seem to operate in the above scene wholly outside of Amy‘s
consciousness or control, since she does not know Arthur is following her, every attribute that
attracts him to her has been previously put in play through their interactions: her modesty, selfreliance, lack of any guardian to protect her from the ―rough world,‖ and particularly the identity
Amy cultivates through contrast with Maggy. Gazing after her retreating figure in an earlier
meeting, Arthur thinks to himself, ―Little as she had always looked, she looked less than ever
when he saw her going into the Marshalsea lodge passage, the little mother attended by her big
child‖ (118). The novel‘s most pathetic charity case, Maggy showcases the power of Amy‘s
patient compassion, and she also serves as a prop by which Amy can affect a child-like and
defenseless aspect as an aggressive means of self-preservation and self-assertion. Amy authors
herself, like Dickens authors himself, as a ―little vagabond,‖ or, etymologically, someone who
strolls about, a petite flâneuse. Letting herself out to work and wandering the streets, Little
Dorrit calls up Little Nell. The vulnerability and sexual availability of the working girl or the
girl in public comprises one seduction tactic of Dickens‘s little women. While Nell approaches
and solicits Master Humphrey in the street, Amy‘s seduction succeeds through withdrawal and
shrinking: she ―feigned to cling to and rely upon Maggy‖ (190). The erotics of weakness and
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elusiveness expressed through Amy‘s poses may be less obvious than Nell‘s direct appeals for
attention, but they are equally effective, enticing, and forceful. Not only Arthur Clennam but
many of the people Amy encounters on the night she and Maggy are locked out of the
Marshalsea become transfixed by this apparent child and seem compelled to safeguard her on her
way: ―more than once, some voice, from among a knot of brawling or prowling figures in their
path, had called out to the rest, to ‗let the woman and the child go by!‘‖ (190) Whether such
responses are realistic matters very little. What is important is Dickens‘s repeated insistence, in
his representation of Amy and of himself as a child, upon the absolute seductiveness of a
vulnerable child—an appeal that both author and character work hard to cultivate for themselves.
But while Dickens and Amy aggressively associate themselves with childhood, Dickens
persistently refuses that Amy is a performer in the pages of Little Dorrit and in his commentary
upon this novel. In what follows, I trace and attempt to explain Dickens‘s dissociation of himself
from one of the most autobiographical figures in his novels by looking at scenes in which their
performance practices seem to conflict but ultimately converge.
In the midst of writing Little Dorrit, Dickens turned down a request that he and his
amateur theatrical company would give a charity performance at the London home of the Waugh
family. Giving as an excuse the time constraints of serial writing, Dickens added, ―I have even a
dramatic reason (in addition to the beckoning hand of Little Dorrit) for betaking myself to
country quiet and country hours until the late Autumn. We have projects for another Play at
home at Christmas time, and I must earn the leisure for that enjoyment in the future by diligent
present work‖ (Letters Vol. 8, 116). Assiduous dedication to writing Little Dorrit will ―earn‖
Dickens leisure time for (a) play. Separating work from drama, Dickens still manages to make a
scene of his labors, depicting himself confined to the country and submitting to the ―beckoning
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hand of Little Dorrit.‖ Amy Dorrit—parenthetically sequestered from anything ―dramatic‖—
summons Dickens to ―diligent‖ work like her own meticulous needlework, but she still has a
―hand‖ in his epistolary drama as its killjoy taskmaster. Dickens implicitly loads upon Amy the
frustration of having to give up pleasures, and in doing so, adopts Amy‘s passive aggressive
tactic of making the performance of one‘s duties a rebuke to those who do not appreciate this
work. He stages Amy as a punctilious aggressor whose hand performs a minimalist but powerful
stage gesture. The trope of a hand or hands plays a frequent part in Dickens‘s novels, where
hands signify variously—as a synecdoche, famously, for the workers depicted in Hard Times and
as metaphors, as William Cohen has shown us, for many kinds of social and sexual ―manual
conduct‖ in Dickens‘s novels.84 Amy‘s busy little hands, all the more dexterously for their
subtlety, play upon the heart strings of those who encounter her. Arthur Clennam discerns her
first not as a face, since she ―plied her needle in such removed corners,‖ but as a ―quick little pair
of busy hands‖ (68). It is these hands and their surprising capacity for skillful and unrelenting
labor that attract Arthur‘s fascination, compassion, and eventually love. In the novel‘s final
chapter when Arthur consents to marry Amy after her father‘s fortune has been lost, he kisses
and holds her hand, which ―seemed to court being retained‖ (849). Like Dickens, Amy knows
the cute poses of diligent self-government and submission to duty ―court‖ respect and love.
But is Amy actively trying to get people to give her a hand? Isn‘t she just a prop in the
Dickens theater? After all, Dickens tells us when Amy goes to visit her sister Fanny at a
rehearsal in the Covent Garden theater where she works that ―Little Dorrit was almost as
ignorant of the ways of theaters as of the ways of gold mines‖ (251). This type of statement
gives Amy the alibi of virtuous benightedness about any type of acting or self-display. Certainly
Deidre David sees only one meaning in the title of her essay ―Little Dorrit’s Theater of Rage,‖
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which stars Tattycoram, Miss Wade, and Mrs. Clennam but explicitly excludes Amy from the
theater and the ―resentful‖ group of women in this novel (261). Yet Amy is hyper-aware that she
is always on stage despite her ignorance of brick and mortar theaters. Having become, over the
course of her childhood, a celebrity of the Marshalsea, ―she passed to and fro in it shrinkingly
now, with a womanly consciousness that she was pointed out to everyone‖ (93). The woman
conscious of being watched plays the modest girl and gets more attention for being shy and
youthfully innocent than for directly resisting her fame. Her modesty is a form of rage. Dickens
may claim to be unable to explain the origin of Amy‘s humility or her unrelenting self-sacrifice
on behalf of her family, but we can perhaps deduce motivations from effects. From quite early
in her childhood, Amy labors to sustain the family thanklessly and largely unnoticed, but as
Dickens describes, ―she drudged on, until recognized as useful, even indispensible‖ (86-87).
Indispensability exceeds simple utility. Amy makes herself a necessity to her family‘s survival,
and being indispensible and necessary gives her the power to hurt, deny, and punish her family.
Holding this power without overtly exercising it, holding it over the family, grants her more
leverage for getting her own way than all of the combined ranting, explosive rage, bitter rebukes,
extravagant self-mortification, and venomous language of the angry women and girls in Little
Dorrit. Readers of this novel have tended either to see in Amy only noxious adherence to
patriarchal ideals of self-sacrificing femininity or to recoil from the perverse fashion in which
she obliquely expresses her anger against her father and family.85 Both camps privilege instead
more explicit expressions of female anger in characters like Miss Wade, Mrs. Clennam,
Tattycoram, and Mr. F‘s Aunt. Yet I think Amy‘s passively expressed aggression is vital to
examine because the cultural pressure upon women to repress their interests and desires in
preference to those of others would seem to make passive aggression a dominant if not the
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dominant modality of female aggression. Such duplicitous behavior may be distasteful
according to standards of honesty and boldness, but Amy‘s actions are as deliberate and attentive
to cultural expectations for girls and women as those of the outrightly angry women who have
often been championed as the corrective counter-heroines of Little Dorrit.86 Moreover, chewing
scenery ultimately affords little satisfaction for these characters, who wind up emotionally and
(in Mrs. Clennam‘s case) physically paralyzed by these performances, even if they do win rave
reviews from certain critics.87 Amy, obversely, stages her theater of rage with a subtle hand that
gets her the man and the revenge she wants. By delineating the different outcomes of explicit
and implicit expressions of female anger in Dickens‘s novel, I do not wish to celebrate or
prescribe a version of the adage that you catch more flies with honey, but to point out how
poisoned and venomous the honey of niceness has often been for girls and women, whether it is
rejected or used to disguise and instrumentalize aggression.
Amy Dorrit‘s theater is explicitly modest as well as anti-theatrical in its anxiety about
duplicity.88 As she confesses to Arthur Clennam of her pretense of leaving her father alone for a
night to go to a party, ―I hope there is no harm in it. I could never have been of any use if I had
not pretended a little‖ (185). Yet this admission also involves pretense, since Amy uses the
excuse of a party less to check up on her sister and uncle at the theater (as she tells Arthur) than
to visit Arthur. Her pretending extends beyond the ―useful,‖ allowing her to indulge her desire to
be with Arthur, whom she has been stalking from afar. The strength of sexual desire in Amy‘s
theater of modesty—played out in a kind of dumb show with Arthur as the thick-headed dummy
who doesn‘t realize he is the romantic lead—matches the strength of the rage she expresses
through modesty. When Arthur follows Amy home from her employment at his mother‘s house,
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he discovers the secret of her residence in the Marshalsea Jail and observes Amy‘s nightly
performance of (not) having dinner with her father:
She filled his glass, put all the little matters on the table ready to his hand, and then sat
beside him while he ate his supper. Evidently in observance of their nightly custom, she
put some bread before herself, and touched his glass with her lips; but Arthur saw she
was troubled and took nothing. Her look at her father, half admiring him and proud of
him, half-ashamed for him, all devoted and loving, went to his inmost heart. (97)
The spectacle of Amy‘s expressive ―look‖ at her father touches Arthur‘s ―inmost heart‖ as does
her embarrassment at her father‘s overacted magnanimity and hints about the monetary ―shape‖
of the Testimonial he expects from Arthur (98). While Dorrit regales Arthur with stories of the
various pleasing ways in which he has received Testimonials, Arthur notices Amy‘s ―delicate
head beginning to droop‖ and becomes distracted by her pantomime accompaniment to her
father‘s performance: ―To see her hand upon his arm in mute entreaty half repressed, and her
timid little shrinking figure turning away, was to see a sad, sad sight‖ (98). Only ―half
repressed,‖ Amy‘s eloquent hand catches Arthur‘s eye. The modest sign of shame stifled by a
pride that would not have this shame be known also spotlights Amy‘s patient endurance of a
shameful father. More, it intimates Amy‘s fury at her father and her vigilantly controlled desire
to make it clear that she knows how ridiculous and pathetic he is. An uncomfortable spectator to
this vignette, Arthur sees precisely what Amy puts up with.
If this sleight of hand by which Amy rebukes her father and conceals her resentment was
a one-time slip of the hand, I might justly be accused of making a big scene out of a little thing.
But this gesture is as habitual to Amy as inanition.89 Even when the Dorrit family fortunes
improve and the mere mention or Arthur Clennam is forbidden to Amy because of his
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association with the prison, Amy continues to play out a version of the scene Arthur witnessed in
the Marshalsea. When Mr. Dorrit attempts to shame Amy for the discomfort she displays in
―Society,‖ she feels sorrowful, ―[n]ot for herself,‖ but for her father, whom she recognizes as not
having escaped the ―shadow of the Marshalsea wall‖ in his mania that the family be treated with
proper respect in the high-society world that appears to her as only a ―superior sort of
Marshalsea‖ (501, 536). But Amy feels anger at her father as well as pity—though this rage is as
deeply repressed and denied as that of her father. Referring allusively to Amy‘s homesickness
for the prison and its inmates, Mr. Dorrit chides her for ―constantly reviv[ing] the topic, though
not in words‖ (502). He knows from experience that his daughter‘s techniques of torture are not
loud or poorly concealed like his own. True to form, Amy‘s response to his complaints is not
expressed in words but in an ambiguously checking and soothing motion of her hand:
She laid her hand on his arm. She did nothing more. She gently touched him. The
trembling hand may have said, with some expression, ‗Think of me, think how I have
worked, think of my many cares!‘ But, she said not a syllable herself.
There was a reproach in the touch so addressed to him that she had not foreseen, or
she would have withheld her hand. (502)
With no Arthur Clennam to witness this scene, Amy‘s act would not appear to derive any benefit
from a touched and outraged audience. As Dickens says, ―she would have withheld her hand‖
had she known it conveyed a ―reproach.‖ Yet the love expressed by Amy‘s gentle touch itself
becomes an act of battery. As Mr. Dorrit winds down his tirade about requiring Amy to act like
a lady for her ―own sake,‖ Dickens notes, ―The touch was still upon his arm…Her head drooped,
and he could not see her face; but her touch was tender and quiet, and in the expression of the
dejected figure there was no blame—nothing but love. He began to whimper‖ (504). Amy‘s
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unconditional love is the rebuke to her father.90 This pompous, silly, selfish, terrified old man
hardly deserves such love, or so the novel suggests even in the face of its more generous
advocacy for charity and compassion. Amy, however, hardly needs to reproach her father
through her unrelenting devotion because Dickens expresses a reproof on her behalf. Speaking,
weirdly, for Amy‘s ―trembling hand,‖ Dickens articulates the labor and ―cares‖ her father has
loaded upon her. Arthur Clennam is not required to notarize this scene because Amy and
Dickens have an audience of readers who have been conditioned by previous scenes to respect
and feel outrage on behalf of Amy‘s exploited personhood. Through the repetitive structure of
these scenes, Amy and Dickens collude in punishing the bad parent by invoking the attention and
indignation of whatever audience is available. Yet when Dickens speaks on Amy‘s behalf, he
simultaneously pushes her into the spotlight and cuts her out of it by casting her as the quiescent
cute object while performing his own acute stage management by chastising the insensible father
and expressing the aggression that the good girl is supposedly too good to feel.
Why does Dickens habitually cut Amy off from the aggression of cuteness that he also
displays her as deploying? And why must he, as he does with Little Nell, appropriate the girl‘s
pain and aggression? Because, I believe, the girl represents an attractive and threatening style of
performance, alternative to Dickens‘s more ostentatious and explicit narratorial and stage
performances. The subtlety and inconspicuous obtrusiveness of Nell‘s and Amy‘s cute behavior
make them more successful, because largely unrecognized, performers than Dickens. Lack of
recognition is perhaps the most intolerable experience Dickens can imagine. We can see this in
an anecdote about his sister Fanny‘s successes on stage recounted in the autobiographical
fragment—itself a document, like Master Humphrey’s Clock, which Dickens could not quite
suffer to exist unacknowledged. While working in the blacking factory, Dickens attended an
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event at the Royal Academy of Music, where his sister was enrolled, during which she received a
prize for her achievements. About this Dickens wrote, ―‗I could not bear to think of myself—
beyond the reach of all such honorable emulation and success. The tears ran down my face. I
felt as if my heart were rent. I prayed, when I went to bed that night, to be lifted out of the
humiliation and neglect in which I was. I never had suffered so much before. There was no
envy in this‘‖ (36-37). Dickens longs to ―emulat[e]‖ the girl performer, a wish re-enforced
rather than cancelled out by the negation of ―envy‖ in this statement. Giving Amy Dorrit a
dancer sister also named Fanny, Dickens draws a parallel between himself and his modest
heroine as overlooked siblings of a theatrical older sister. While Dickens wishes to emulate and
perhaps surpass his sister Fanny, Amy works to oversee hers (as well as the rest of her family).
Yet in her more subtle theatrics, Amy does surpass her sister as a center of attention, particularly
insofar as Dickens makes her the heroine of his novel. As an adult novelist, Dickens completely
eclipsed his sister‘s performances through the creation of other girl performers whose cute
behavior is a form of authoring, of seductively manipulating and managing others. The small
and vulnerable aspect of these girls‘ cuteness serves Dickens as a tool with which to charm and
beguile audiences, but he also becomes dependent upon these little women to realize the power
of cuteness to actively and violently shape both people and their environment. Dickens does not
stop longing to emulate the girl performer, but rather modulates this desire, dividing it between
the explicit actress and the covert performer. The shrewd self-shaping of this covert performer
may indeed be so cute that we cannot stand it.
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Chapter 3
If the Shoe Fits…Trollope and the Girl
Anthony Trollope has a shoe fetish. Not merely an amusing peccadillo, Trollope‘s
frequent references to shoes and cobblers play a major role in his theory of the novel; or perhaps
more accurately, they illustrate how he fashions the work of writing a novel. Such a pairing of
fashion and work would ostensibly offend Trollope‘s utilitarian sensibilities. According to his
autobiography, novels should be written with the dispassionate regularity that characterizes the
cobbler‘s attitude toward the shoes he produces. ―And let their work be to them as is his
common work to the common labourer,‖ Trollope advises aspiring authors in the final chapter of
An Autobiography (365). However, his passion for shoes—and the utility they metaphorize—
sabotages his workaday novels with (rhetorical) style. Much like Trollope‘s overwrought
rhetoric of utilitarian authorship, the girl clogs his smoothly-running novel-machine. An almost
unavoidable component of the Victorian novel, the girl drives the marriage plot that Trollope
found obligatory to the construction of a lucrative novel. Yet her function depends largely upon
her uselessness, or her marital impasses that generate narrative and lubricate readerly desires.
The trope of the pair laces the marriage plot to the shoe, both of which figure utility in Trollope‘s
writing but recurrently founder on excess or deficiency. The girl hobbles not only efficient
marital pairing but the fully developed subjectivity achieved, according to (and by) Trollope,
through utility. The affective center of many novels, certainly not excluding the novels of
Anthony Trollope, the girl nonetheless threatens to reduce the subjectivity that the novel
represents and produces to a useless object.91 While this chapter will detail Trollope‘s
fetishization of utility and (less apparently) rhetoric, it finally aims to illustrate the girl‘s role as a
limit case of value and humanity.
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Practical Shoes
―[C]ircumstances have impressed on my mind the great need there is that men engaged in
literature should feel themselves to be bound to their industry as men know that they are bound
in other callings. There does, I fear, exist a feeling that authors, because they are authors, are
relieved from the necessity of paying attention to everyday rules. A writer…imagines that
publishers and booksellers should keep all their engagements with him to the letter;—but that he,
as a brain-worker, and conscious of the subtle nature of the brain, should be able to exempt
himself from bonds when it suits him. He has his own theory about inspiration which will not
always come,—especially will not come if wine-cups overnight have been too deep. All this has
ever been odious to me, as being unmanly.‖ (An Autobiography 328-29)
At first blush, Trollope seems oddly paired with the girl.92 He delighted in Nathaniel
Hawthorne‘s description of his novels as ―‗solid and substantial, written on the strength of beef
and through the inspiration of ale…just as English as a beef-steak‘‖ (An Autobiography 144).
The North British Review likewise deemed Trollope‘s style sensible and manly, asserting that
―the whole tone and habit of mind implied in these novels is that of a man of activity and
business, rather than a man of letters‖ (Smalley 213). Too much of what Trollope calls ―literary
ostentation‖ could apparently emasculate a male author by linking him to flamboyant style rather
than meaty substance, although the straightforward beefiness offered by Trollope‘s writing in
Hawthorne‘s assessment savors of the skillful style required to create the effect of plainness—
and a dash of homosocial admiration for the beefeater (An Autobiography 103). Not every
contemporary reviewer, however, regarded Trollope as inhabiting a special province of
conventional masculinity. One anonymous critic from The London Review, in evaluating The
Small House at Allington, praised the ―profound knowledge of womankind in which Mr.
Trollope excels most other novelists of either the male or the female sex‖ (Smalley 203). And
Henry James observed that after producing a few initial novels, ―Trollope settled down steadily
to the English girl; he took possession of her, and turned her inside out‖ (Hall, Trollope Critics
16). For the most part Trollope distances himself from his girl heroines through an avuncular or
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belittling tone, turning them inside out in order to display his ability to manipulate them and to
repress any identification implied by his authorial intimacy. In his autobiography he disparages
one of his most beloved heroines, Lily Dale, who in The Small House at Allington is jilted by a
―swell‖ from London and subsequently refuses to pair herself with the country-bred
―hobbledehoy‖ who loves her. ―In the love with which she has been greeted,‖ Trollope
comments, ―I have hardly joined with much enthusiasm, feeling that she is somewhat of a female
prig….Prig as she was, she made her way into the hearts of many readers, both young and
old….It was because she could not get over her troubles that they loved her‖ (An Autobiography
178-79). This portrait of readers‘ love contrasted with the author‘s disdain for Lily‘s
scrupulousness grossly over-simplifies the much more complicated responses of the reading
public and the author who created Lily and her predicament.
Great public interest certainly followed from Lily‘s betrayal by Adolphus Crosbie and the
resulting questions of whether she should forgive him and whether she could bring herself to
accept John Eames, who has long been in love with her and who gains support for his suit from
just about every other character in the novel. As the Athenaeum reported, ―there has been as
much speculation whether Lily Dale would marry Johnny Eames, as about any ‗marriage on the
tapis‘ (as the Morning Post phrases it) in any town or village in Great Britain‖ (Smalley 194).
Fascination over the potential outcome of The Small House at Allington did not necessarily
translate to universal admiration for Lily Dale. One newspaper insisted that ―Lily Dale is one of
the most charming creations that ever author devised; and flesh and blood cannot endure that she
should be sentenced to lead the life of a ‗widowed maid,‘‖ but another periodical advised its
readers not to ―overrate‖ her any more than the worldly and shallow man who jilts her (Smalley
202, 206). Three years later when Lily reappeared and chose to remain unmarried in Trollope‘s
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The Last Chronicle of Barset (published concurrently with the signing of the 1867 Second
Reform Bill) novelist and critic Margaret Oliphant cast her as an early version of the New
Woman, complaining,
It is a wilful abandonment of her natural responsibilities when such a girl writes Old
Maid after her name. She has no business to do it; and what is the good of being an
author, we should like to know, if a man cannot provide more satisfactorily for his
favourite characters? Lily will not like it when she has tried it a little longer. She will
find the small house dull, and will miss her natural career; and if she should take to social
science or philosophy, whose fault will it be but Mr. Trollope‘s?‖ (Smalley 303).
According to this assessment, both Trollope and Lily have suffered a type of malfunction:
Trollope ineptly leaving a knot in his denouement and Lily much more energetically jumping the
tracks of one ―career‖ path for another. While such a failure in Lily‘s proper function clearly
offends Oliphant, in Trollope‘s evaluation, it engenders love. From the moment of concluding
The Small House at Allington, Trollope explains, ―I have been continually honoured with letters,
the purport of which has always been to beg me to marry Lily Dale to Johnny Eames. Had I
done so, however, Lily would never have so endeared herself to these people as to induce them
to write letters to the author concerning her fate‖ (An Autobiography 179). Love acts as the
motor of Trollope‘s marriage plots, and as such it must be understood not only as romantic love
between characters but also as a measure of readers‘ interest in characters and the working out of
their stories.93 For Trollope, love gauges the utility of a character in securing readers‘ affections,
but importantly, the breakdown of romantic love correlates inversely to readers‘ investment in
that character, which need not be sympathetic to effectively sell novels.
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Trollope‘s own attitude toward Lily appears as mixed as his readers‘ responses.
Dismissive of (if also quite attentive to) Lily in An Autobiography, he insists upon her lovability
early in The Small House at Allington, characteristically interrupting the narrative to exclaim,
―Lilian Dale, dear Lily Dale—for my reader must know that she is to be very dear, and that my
story will be nothing to him if he do not love Lily Dale‖ (16). The dissonance of this
demonstrative solicitation with the autobiography‘s tetchy critique of Lily Dale can be attributed
to sarcasm on the narrator‘s part, the non-identicality of author and narrator, and even a 12-year
gap between the composition of the novel and the autobiography. However, the benefit of taking
this type of contradiction seriously is a resulting view of Trollope carefully calculating and
shaping the influence of his novels, an author much less naïve than some of his statements about
authorship would tempt us to believe. For instance, whether Trollope or his readers ultimately
feel annoyance or admiration for Lily Dale matters very little compared to the recognition that
both emotions spring from her uselessness, which holds a central place in Trollope‘s on-going
investigation of the grounds of utility. Obstinately stuck on what Trollope describes in his
autobiography as priggishness or an impractical type of propriety for its own sake, Lily became
an affective clot that impeded the tidy closure of the Barsetshire Chronicles because she could
not complete her marriage plot. Reflecting on her refusal of John‘s proposal based on her
decision to regard herself as a widow because she still loves Crosbie, Lily thinks to herself,
―‗What can a heart be worth if it can be transferred hither and thither as circumstances and
convenience and comfort may require?‖ (633) Her resolution is as much a matter of pride in her
own ―worth‖ and moral correctness as it is about her love for a specific man. Discomfort,
inconvenience, and the redundancy being attributed to single women in the popular press of the
time appear less painful to Lily than entering a marriage that just about everybody but she
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regards as the only sensible conclusion to her sad story.94 Additionally, these well-meaning
characters, like their counterparts among Trollope‘s readers, found Lily‘s detached state much
more endearing, as Trollope suggests, than they would have found her marriage. While some
readers may have considered Lily‘s pathos a touching sign of her emotional depth and
deservingness of marital bliss, their affection also indicates an appetite for the spectacle of an
abject girl that exceeds the desire to see her conventional ascension to adult subjectivity and
narrative closure through marriage.
Lily‘s inertia also provided Trollope with a means to deflect attention from (or call it to)
his own excesses as they were recorded in his autobiography. At the opening of the chapter in
which he analyzes Lily Dale and The Small House at Allington, he admits that having published
eight novels and a collection of short stories in three years, ―I crowded my wares into the market
too quickly, because the reading world could not want such a quantity of matter from the hands
of one author in so short a space of time‖ (An Autobiography 173). Trollope regarded with
―scorn‖ Romantic notions that literary creativity cannot be subjected to a schedule—―To me it
would not be more absurd if the shoemaker were to wait for inspiration‖—but his prolific output
pushed him to the opposite extreme, tipping responsible authorship into sheer excess (121). This
(over)production to the threshold of devaluation mirrors—resembles and reverses—the way that
Lily‘s refusal to enter the productive economy of marriage marks her as useless while also
rendering her unique and even valuable. Clinging to a (mis)pairing of utility with value as the
sign of his own subjective worth, Trollope alternately established through Lily Dale the value of
uselessness.95
The shoemaker repeatedly cited in Trollope‘s calls for business-like literary production
signifies pragmatism, diligence, and reliability in the writing of novels (as opposed to waiting
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idly on the caprice of the Muse). Yet despite his admiration for this particular artisanal worker,
Trollope significantly does not always pair himself with the shoemaker. An Autobiography tells
the Cinderella story of Trollope‘s development from an awkward boy ―unfit for any useful work‖
to the useful man who simultaneously pursued two professions as a novelist and a civil servant,
wrote over 60 novels, introduced the pillar postbox to England, and straightened out dozens of
postal routes in Great Britain and around the world (60). This trajectory from useless to useful
may also be conceived as a journey from girlhood to manhood—or, if girlhood seems an
exaggerated classification for Trollope‘s early years, we might regard this period as something
even worse than girlhood, since serious productivity was not expected of the girl in her idealized
bourgeois instantiation.96 Particularly in his assessment of his slothful youth and early attempts
at writing, Trollope does not resemble the stalwart literary cobbler or the efficient postal
employee he would become. He describes his decision to take up novel writing as a means to
supplement what felt like a dead-end job at the postal service:
In official life such as that to which I had been introduced, there did not seem to be any
opening for real success. Pens and paper I could command. Poetry I did not believe to
be within my grasp. The drama, too, which I would fain have chosen, I believed to be
above me. For history, biography, or essay writing I had not sufficient erudition. But I
thought it possible that I might write a novel. (52-53)
The novel appears the genre best suited for mediocre writers in Trollope‘s early estimations as
well as in later words of advice he gives to young people considering the occupation of writing:
No doubt the chances against literary aspirants are very great. It is so easy to aspire,—
and to begin! A man cannot make a watch or a shoe without a variety of tools and many
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materials. He must also have learned much. But any young lady can write a book who
has a sufficiency of pens and paper. (207-208)
Taking these two comments on the art of writing novels together, the young Trollope with
limited literary skill but plenty of writing supplies at his command more closely resembles the
young lady well-armed with pens and paper than the infamously prolific Victorian novelist he
became. Significantly, the young lady and the shoe appear together in the second quotation.
Shoe-making and watch-making (notably by a man) take specialized tools and skill, but even a
girl can make a novel with commonplace objects like pens and paper. In this construction, the
novelist possesses little in common with the workman Trollope would have him (or her) be.
Trollope, of course, paints himself as rising above the mediocre aptitude of most aspiring
novelists by steady application to the task of writing, closing the gap between the mere artist and
the more venerable workman. This utilitarian regularity in writing, however, causes its own set
of problems. If the novelist is inferior in professional value to the cobbler in terms of the
complexity of their respective skill sets, the novelist who seeks to remedy this disparity by
efficient manufacture risks driving down the value and (perceived) quality of his works through
overproduction.
Trollope recurs four times in his autobiography to a phobic image of an author whose
excessive output devalued both him and his novels. Recounting the search for a more lucrative
publishing contract once his novels began to gain popularity, he explains,
I was scared from the august columns of Paternoster Row by a remark made to myself by
one of the firm, which seemed to imply that they did not much care for works of fiction.
Speaking of a fertile writer of tales who was not then dead, he declared that—(naming the
author in question) had spawned upon them (the publishers) three novels a year!‖ (110)
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Production so rapid makes an annoyance of the author and erodes the value he aimed to achieve
through such prolific creation. Although proud of his efficiency, Trollope kept this author in
mind when setting out schedules for writing and publishing, ―confining myself,‖ he calculates,
―to half the fecundity of that terrible author of whom the publisher in Paternoster Row had
complained to me‖ (127).97 This confinement extended to the point of locking up completed
manuscripts to be sold at a later date, a practice that, as William Cohen argues, importantly
aligns Trollope with another of his heroines, Lizzie Eustace, who similarly locks up her (lapidary
and sexual) ―valuables‖ and holds them in reserve for a moment of advantageous marketability.98
The necessity of ―confining‖ productivity also illuminates a flaw in Trollope‘s operating
principles: productivity can spin out of control, quite suddenly decreasing rather than increasing
the value of a product. Thus the author‘s reliability and usefulness do not guarantee a novel‘s
value. The relation of utility to value is variable and often unpredictable. For example, Trollope
and Lily Dale both move from a useless to a useful state of subjectivity but do so via very
different sets of values. Trollope worked hard to become a capable postal employee and
novelist, while Lily makes no effort to re-enter the productive economy of marriage, yet her
value as a literary commodity skyrockets. Lily‘s resolve to keep herself off the marriage market
turns her into an object of fascination and desire for novel readers and characters, but Trollope‘s
persistent utility threatens to return him to an unwanted and burdensome state.
The characteristic Victorian (over) investment in utility that Trollope displays through his
obsession with the steady manufacture and profitability of his novels invites a consideration of
utility itself as a fetish rather than an incontrovertible value.99 On a very basic level, fetishism
can be defined as an excessive investment in an object or idea. As Lorraine Gamman and Merja
Makinen note, nineteenth-century writers commonly used the term fetishism to ―refer to
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anything reverenced without due reason‖ (15). The oddity of Trollope‘s fetish is that utility is
usually understood to be an objective gauge of efficient work that cannot be thrown out of kilter.
Jean Baudrillard, however, has argued contra doctrinaire Marxist theory that utility can be
fetishized, asserting that ―use value—indeed, utility itself—is a fetishized social relation, just
like the abstract equivalence of commodities‖ (Selected Writings 64). 100 In other words, use
value is not a transparent measure of the objects that adequately satisfy an individual‘s needs, but
an operation in which utility (like exchange value) figuralizes an equivalence among objects.
Utility is a matter of representation in general and of the representation of a specific culture‘s
values in particular rather than a consistently determinable fact. The figural dimension of
Trollope‘s utility fetish makes itself apparent in the image of the cobbler that metaphorizes a
laudable utilitarian writing practice. Utility, however, cannot ground value or act as a fully
reliable form of measurement; it is only a trope that facilitates the translation of objects and
services into a streamlined system of social meaningfulness.
If Trollope‘s utility fetish appears to drift into a rhetorical mode and away from a classic
case of commodity fetishism in which labor is occulted rather than touted, this mobility may be
endemic to fetishism. As William Pietz has shown in an indispensible series of essays on ―the
problem of the fetish,‖ the fetish as an idea and an object ―originated in the cross-cultural spaces
of the coast of West Africa during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,‖ and as such its prime
function has always been to ―translate and transvalue objects between radically different social
systems‖ (5, 6). That the fetish materialized as a means to adjudicate between incompatible
systems of value and meaning, forging likeness and subordinating difference, makes its
operations akin to metaphor, the trope of substitution based on resemblance.101 The term
fetishism itself names at least three competing if related operations according to Gamman and
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Makinen, who differentiate anthropological, commodity, and sexual fetishism because they find
that ―a conflation of the types often leads to muddled analysis‖ (15). The encapsulation of
several distinct systems of meaning by one term, fetishism, is a metaphorical consolidation that
serves to highlight the difference usually suppressed by metaphor. Despite the potential for
creating muddled analysis by conflating types of fetishism, I would argue that Trollope‘s own
relation to fetishism has to be read at the intersection of commodity fetishism and psychoanalytic
theories of sexual fetishism because his sense of himself and his particular route to satisfaction
are so bound up in utility and the shelf life of his literary commodities.
Having foregrounded Trollope‘s fetishism of utilitarian production, I will now turn to a
reading of psychoanalytic fetishism to illustrate how Trollope‘s image of himself as a useful
subject depends upon rhetoric as much as upon a theory of utility. Sigmund Freud‘s 1927 essay,
―On Fetishism,‖ importantly links sexual fetishism with rhetoric, remaining at least as interested
in how the fetish gets translated into language and selected through metaphorical and metonymic
processes as it is in defining fetishism as a sexual practice in which a particular object is
necessary to achieve sexual release.102 Freud theorizes the fetish as ―a substitute for the
woman‘s (the mother‘s) penis,‖ and the attachment to such an object signifies an impasse on the
road to normative adult sexual differentiation and sexual relations (352). A material object and a
defensive mental construct, the fetish facilitates the disavowal of the mother‘s castration,
permitting the child to maintain a sense of identity propped up on the assumption of its similarity
to maternal wholeness. But, importantly, fetishism involves a doubled process of disavowal and
acknowledgment of difference that never offers absolute reassurance against the possibility of
castration or fully guarantees identity.103 The fetish thus oscillates between blocking out and
drawing attention to a lack that introduces difference to (the metaphor of) the self. Like
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fetishism, metaphor offers a foothold for identity, particularly as evidenced by the way the
cobbler provides Trollope with an ego-ideal. Both fetishism and metaphor involve a type of
apotropaic substitution in which resemblance wards off difference and sets in place an ordered
system of meaning—not, however, without preserving an awareness of the disavowal that props
up that system.
The mother, who serves as the originary occasion for sexual fetishism, plays an important
part in Trollope‘s autobiography as a model for his own utilitarian prowess. While the first
chapter of An Autobiography, titled ―My Education,‖ tells the story of Trollope‘s miserable
schooldays and his father, an industrious Casaubon-like figure who never found the keys to the
worlds of business or authorship, the second chapter, titled ―My Mother,‖ describes a rigid
writing schedule shoehorned in to moments free from family obligations and the financial
success achieved through this diligence. Trollope‘s self-imposed rules for writing analogously
included regular writing hours from 5:30 to 8:30 a.m. and producing a set amount of pages
during those hours. In an important monograph that reads Trollope‘s autobiography as his
theory of the realist novel, Walter Kendrick, however, asserts that ―[t]here is…no indication that
[Trollope‘s] method of writing was imitated from anyone,‖ an oversight corrected by Leonard
Shengold‘s fascinating psycho-biographical reading of Trollope‘s authorial debts to both of his
parents but particularly his mother (39).104 As Trollope records, his mother ―was at her table at
four in the morning, and had finished her work before the world had begun to be aroused‖—a
pattern much like Trollope‘s own writing practice, but begun a full hour and a half earlier than
his fixed time for commencing the three hours of writing he completed before heading off to the
post office (An Autobiography 25). While Trollope wrote approximately 60 novels in a career
that effectively began at age 40 with his first financial success, The Warden, his mother
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―produced 114 volumes, of which the first was not written until she was fifty‖ (An
Autobiography 32). The choice to count Frances Trollope‘s work in volumes rather than novels,
usually composed of two or three volumes apiece, suggestively inflates her already quite
astonishing productivity, endowing her with a talent that confirms her son‘s similar skill. But
Frances Trollope did it first and did it under more challenging circumstances than her son, which
included bankruptcy and the nearly simultaneous deaths of her husband and three of her children.
Her presence in An Autobiography is not limited to one chapter. Trollope punctuates a number
of his achievements by comparing them with hers, significantly describing the publication of his
book on the American Civil War, North America, as fulfilling his ―ambition to follow her
footsteps‖ in writing an ethnography of the United States (162). While An Autobiography
fetishizes the man-making power of utility, it also suggests that utility is gendered male only to
the extent that it operates like a strap-on utility belt that can provide a phallus for either gender.
Frances Trollope constitutes yet another female doppelganger for her son given his
pointed association of her with utility and value, and, as with Lily Dale, this resemblance is not
without discomfort for Trollope. The self-discipline that Frances Trollope practiced in her
writing allowed her to gain control over her family‘s economic situation, which had become
increasingly dismal during Trollope‘s childhood. Her first attempt to save the family from
financial ruin took her and Trollope‘s siblings to America where she operated a bazaar in
Cincinnati and remained for four years. Trollope‘s father and oldest brother eventually followed,
leaving Anthony behind with no money to pay his school tuition or buy suitable clothing, a
situation that left him feeling like a conspicuous and unmitigated burden upon the teachers,
tutors, and servants at his boarding school. Shengold argues that Trollope‘s ―identification with
Fanny [Trollope] as a writer was an active and adaptive way of unconsciously holding onto the
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repetitively deserting mother…to keep a hold on her by becoming her‖ (182). Identification
certainly served as one means of protection against a powerful mother who threw Trollope‘s
juvenile world into disorder, but I believe Trollope also dealt with his abandonment, misery, and
resentment in his adult life by selecting an alternative paradigm for utility: the cobbler. Free of
the emotional freight of Trollope‘s mother, this generic figure similarly provided a pattern by
which the bootless young Trollope could gain control over himself and his destiny.
The cobbler and his measurable, countable, and no-nonsense products would seem to
offer reliable emblems by which Trollope could establish his autonomy and value, but as Jacques
Derrida points out, shoes are uncannily mobile as objects and signifiers. In The Truth in
Painting, Derrida intervenes in a disagreement over the provenance of certain pairs of shoes
painted by Vincent Van Gogh. Are these peasant shoes, as Martin Heidegger suggests, or are
they, as art historian Meyer Shapiro counters, portraits of the artist‘s own shoes? These wornout old shoes take on intense significance for Shapiro as a matter of an academic disagreement
and implicitly, as Derrida‘s essay brings out, because he wants to wrest them from the one-time
Nazi party member, Heidegger, and return them to their rightful owners—not just Van Gogh but
the millions of people displaced and murdered during World War II whose ghostly presence can
be counted in empty pairs of shoes. Despite what Derrida identifies as the ―pathos‖ of these
shoes, they have other stories to tell, stories about the definition of art, sexual difference, and
utility. One way to summarize Derrida‘s dense and polyphonic meditations on shoes—the path I
will be taking—is to focus on his interest in how various objects (shoes and people), institutions
(marriage and nation), and ideas (utility and gender) become fetishes. Specifically, the process
of fetishization helps to make visible the unstable ground of utility as a value. Discussing the
affect of Heidegger‘s and Shaprio‘s attitude towards the battered shoes depicted by Van Gogh,
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Derrida notes, ―The useless…escapes from the space of production and tends toward absolute
rarity, irreplaceable uniqueness‖ (345). Doubly external to value, the useless thing defines the
useful by opposition but also blurs this distinction by becoming invaluable in its singularity. Yet
the ―singularity‖ of the pair of shoes also raises the question of how a thing composed of two
discrete objects could be considered singular. ―What is a pair in this case?‖ the essay repeatedly
asks, demanding that we confront the unexamined associations that ground certain values, such
as utility, masculinity, marriage, and humanness (261).
Trollope, indeed, encounters difficulty maintaining the functionality of the various
figures he pairs with utility. The phallic mother for whom he substitutes the cobbler can be
threatening rather than reassuring in her utilitarian capability and self-sufficiency, making her
shoes appear too big to fill. Or, alternately, she appears pathetically unable to control the content
of her writing even if she can control its production. In Trollope‘s closing assessment of her
work, ―she was neither clear-sighted nor accurate; and in her attempts to describe morals,
manners, and even facts, was unable to avoid the pitfalls of exaggeration‖ (33). Yet excess, as
we have seen, plagues her son as well. Utility afforded Trollope a comforting image of stable
value, but the pairs of shoes to which he likens his novels both signify and hinder usefulness,
particularly insofar as the trope of the pair overlaps with the marriage plot and its efficiency as a
narrative. As Derrida argues, ―A pair of shoes is more easily treated a utility than a single shoe
or two shoes which aren‘t a pair. The pair inhibits at least, if it does not prevent, the ‗fetishizing‘
movement; it rivets things to use, to ‗normal‘ use‖ (332-333). In many ways, Trollope‘s placid
and even boring novels are the epitome of compulsory normalcy, but these novels churned out
like pairs of shoes featuring narratives about romantic pairing become dangerously or excitingly
perverse when they push the utility of the pair to its breaking point.
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Derrida, like Trollope, measures utility in terms of shoes, but he does so following
Heidegger‘s reading of shoes in ―The Origin of the Work of Art‖ as ―a paradigm of the thing as
‗product‘‖ (Derrida 297). The pair of shoes that Heidegger uses to illustrate utility, however, has
a propensity to wander into uselessness—splitting from each other and from their status as the
exemplary product, or useful object. They leap into paintings by Van Gogh and become a work
of art, constructed like the equipmental product, but made for purposes other than the utilitarian.
The battered, out-of-use state of the shoes that Heidegger describes and that Van Gogh depicts
also causes them to fall into abject thingliness. Yet Heidegger immediately corrects his initial
assertion that a piece of equipment that is broken or worn beyond use can be understood as a
thing: ―The mere thing is a sort of equipment, albeit equipment denuded of its equipmental
being…But…It remains doubtful whether the thingly character comes to view at all in the
process of stripping off everything equipmental‖ (156). The thing is not a useless product or
something elemental like a ―stone‖ or a ―clod in the field‖; it is, according to Heidegger, that
which ―evades thought most stubbornly‖ precisely because its apparent simplicity and
obviousness become frustratingly opaque when we try to define the thing (146, 157).105 For all
of Heidegger‘s specificity about what the thing is not and how it slips away from epistemological
certainty, it still remains tied to materiality, abjection, uselessness, and femininity even, as we
shall see, in his own essay. The word thing—and what Bill Brown describes as ―the specific
unspecificity that ‗things‘ denotes‖—accrues and eludes meaning (3). Thing theory has
produced excellent accounts of the exponential signification of ―thing,‖ but for our purposes, two
examples germane to Trollope will serve to illustrate its instability as a designation and
designating function (3). One‘s thing: a person‘s occupation but more specifically his or her
particular affinity or fetish. Shoes, cobblers, and utility are Trollope‘s things. The Thing (with a
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capital T) connotes abjection: deformity, uselessness, terrifying occultation, monstrous
otherness. Beat up shoes (and people) can satisfy this classification, but, like Lily Dale, they can
also be reinvested with value and significance because of this very abjection.
For Derrida, the shoes in Heidegger‘s essay have come to metaphorize the incalculable
value of the unique human subject as much as the supposedly determinable value of utility.
Derrida‘s discussion of Van Gogh‘s paintings of shoes in The Truth in Painting pivots upon
Schapiro‘s disagreement with Heidegger about the person(s) to whom the shoes in Van Gogh‘s
paintings belong. Framed by the discourse of attribution, Heidegger and Schapiro, provoked by
the emptiness of these shoes, search (like a pair of academic Prince Charmings) for the subject
supposed to have worn them. The lure of subjectivity haunts the shoe. But this pair of shoes is
not the only illustration in ―The Origin of the Work of Art‖ that puts the subject in question.
When initially establishing the difference between the thing and the work of art, Heidegger
offers the following construction of the thing: ―A man is not a thing. It is true that we speak of a
young girl who is faced with a task too difficult for her as being a young thing, still too young for
it, but only because we feel that being human is in a certain way missing here and that instead we
have to do here with the factor that constitutes the thingly character of things‖ (147). The girl
lacks humanity because she lacks utility. Heidegger‘s description of the girl as an inhuman
thing—as opposed to the humanity of the man—poses the same question that fascinates
Trollope: of what use is a girl? This question nags not only Trollope but also the larger Victorian
world. Girls were idealized in the nineteenth century for their innocence and asexuality, but they
also marked a useless, abject position into which any subject can slide. The eidolon of the
Victorian woman and girl was a state of ornamentality and of labor performed only as
spiritualized dedication to family or charity to others. Especially when on the marriage market,

145
as Deborah Gorham explains in The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal, girls aimed to appear
only decoratively employed, not engaged in any type of déclassé domestic work but also not so
idle as to be considered spiritually impoverished by the standards of a society that valued
industry.106 Such a pose necessarily required a great deal of work by the girl, but efforts to strike
this balance nonetheless bolstered the ideology that made girls and women symbols of delicate
insufficiency as loathsome as they were worshipful.
One additional benefit of putting Trollope‘s fascination with the utility of shoes and girls
in conversation with Derrida‘s reading of Heidegger is their shared interest in the logic of the
example. All three writers use shoes to put abstract ideas into more concrete terms, but these
shoes also demonstrate the tendency of illustration to multiply meaning rather than clarify it.
Illustrations are, after all, demonstrations, explanatory metaphors, and pictorial representations.
An example or illustration often creates a metonymic tangent instead of metaphorically
sharpening an idea, much as Heidegger‘s definition of the thing takes a detour through the inept
girl. My reading of Trollope‘s Barsetshire Chronicles involves the interpretation of two of the
illustrations by John Everett Millais that appeared in original editions of this series and that
participate in Trollope‘s fascination with the girl‘s threatening but also uniquely recuperable
abjection.107 For both Trollope and Millais, the girl could simultaneously exemplify wholesome
sweetness and revolting, almost subhuman simpleness. Perhaps unsurprisingly Millais was
Trollope‘s favorite collaborator because he worked so industriously to understand Trollope‘s
vision by carefully reading his novels. As Trollope explains, ―An artist will frequently dislike to
subordinate his ideas to those of an author, and will sometimes be too idle to find out what those
ideas are. But this artist was neither proud nor idle‖ (An Autobiography 148). The profitable
work of illustrating popular novels hurt Millais‘s reputation among contemporary critics who
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wished he would not waste his genius on such middlebrow employment, but like Trollope he had
a family to support and appeared to share Trollope‘s lack of faith in the credo that ―the artist and
the author forget the high glories of their calling if they condescend to make a money return a
first object‖ (An Autobiogrpahy 105).108
For Trollope, aligning the creative process with utilitarian production keeps the male
writer out of the effete realm of art for art‘s sake and the pathetic position of professional
incompetence. ―I have known authors,‖ he writes in his autobiography, ―whose lives have
always been troublesome and painful because their tasks have never been done in time. They
have ever been as boys struggling to learn their lessons as they entered the school gates‖ (120).
The author facing a task too difficult for him falls into the puerile realm of the schoolboy who
will become indistinguishable from Heidegger‘s abject girl if he fails to overcome his time
management problems. Heidegger, after all, produces a theory of gender as well as an
illustration of the thing when he employs the rather cutesy idiom, ―we speak of a young girl who
is faced with a task too difficult for her as being a young thing.‖ The sentimentalization and
contempt compacted in this turn of phrase typify nineteenth-century responses to the girl as well
as more recent reactions. Heidegger‘s idiomatic citation of the girl as a pathetic thing defined by
failure does not correspond to either his definition of the thing as an opacity in thought or his
etymological description of the thing as that which ―gathers‖ in his essay ―The Thing‖ (174).
However, I would argue that the capacity of the thing to gather implies a potential failure of that
gathering or a bleeding into abjection that is visible in Heidegger‘s description of the girl as a
useless thing—no matter how much of a red herring this definition of the thing may be.
Similarly, when Trollope produces a pair of shoes to illustrate (his own) authorial utility,
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distinguishing the novelist by his usefulness from the artist and the bungler, this pair of shoes—
much like the girl—cannot properly surmount the task set for them.
Aptly characterizing Trollope as the ―novel-machine,‖ Walter Kendrick captures his
valorization of utility, but Trollope‘s appropriation of the cobbler as a paradigm for literary
production also signifies a human ethic of industry not possible for a machine or an indolent
author. An Autobiography, as I have already begun to show, is filled with variations on this
metaphor:
I had long since convinced myself that in such a work as mine the great secret consisted
in acknowledging myself to be bound by rules of labour similar to those which an artisan
or a mechanic is forced to obey. A shoemaker when he has finished one pair of shoes
does not sit down and contemplate his work in idle satisfaction. ―There is my pair of
shoes,—finished at last! What a pair of shoes it is!‖ The shoemaker who so indulged
himself would be without wages half his time. It is the same with a professional writer of
books. (323)109
As opposed to the unpunctual, lazy, self-indulgent artist, Trollope‘s literary cobbler produces
serviceable products of the appropriate size, on time, and with an industrious mindset. However,
the trouble with this dependable and utilitarian manner of writing is its metaphoricity, which
calls attention to the useful product‘s elaborate rhetorical construction. Shoes may be
equipmental products, but they also function as signs of style. The workmanlike method of
Trollope‘s writing fails to fully repress its tropological immoderation, which acts as an
obstruction in what was meant only to be a description of an efficient system. Notwithstanding
Trollope‘s detailed autobiographical arithmetic on the proceeds from his novels, his shoe fetish
repeatedly overruns its purportedly obvious function as a measure of empirical value. The
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metaphorical register in which Trollope‘s favorite fetish object inscribes itself might pose the
question: can rhetoric be a fetish?
To answer this question, I will appeal to the substitutive—and thus potentially
fetishistic—logic of the example, which exchanges an opaque concept for (the assumption of)
transparent illustration. When describing his decision to retire from his day job as a postal
inspector in order to make more time for literary pursuits, Trollope records his annoyance at
being told he has been ―an ornament‖ to the department:
Readers will no doubt think that this is official flummery,—and so in fact it is. I do not at
all imagine that I was an ornament to the Post Office, and have no doubt that the
secretaries and assistant secretaries very often would have been glad to be rid of me; but
the letter may be taken as evidence that I did not allow my literary enterprises to interfere
with my official work. (An Autobiography 281)
Trollope‘s analysis of the epistolary reply to his letter of resignation asserts that he knows the
difference between serious work and indulging oneself in rhetorical ―flummery.‖ But this
distinction proves harder to establish than he implies. The feminizing denomination of Trollope
as an ornament (rather than, say, an essential cog) and his gruff refutation of this language take
place entirely in the rhetorical territory of postal and literary documents. Trollope slyly
acknowledges the unstable opposition between the literal and the rhetorical in another loaded
comment about his postal duties: ―I was attached to the department, had imbued myself with a
thorough love of letters,—I mean the letters which are carried by the post,—and was anxious for
their welfare as though they were all my own‖ (278). The metonymic slippage entailed by this
insistence on the attraction of the literal letter over the figurative letter demonstrates that the
literal can never fully disavow its rhetorical underpinnings. Letters carried by mailmen carry
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Trollope off his postal route—despite his protestations of fidelity to substantive missives—and
into a linguistic love affair with a more elusive kind of letter. Trollope‘s preferred type of letters
and shoes may be literal, tangible, and utilitarian, but his shoe fetish is also a metaphor fetish.
Trollope‘s autobiography performs its author figure‘s need to craft rhetoric into a fetish that
would deny the abyssal structure of rhetoric itself. Yet his practical shoes recall as much as they
repress their unreliable rhetorical construction, repeatedly enacting Derrida‘s own vertiginous
substitution of the postal and literal for the literary and rhetorical in his self-revising claim that ―a
shoe does not always arrive at its destination‖ (364).
Indeed, the metaphor of the shoe circulates throughout Trollope‘s novels, meandering in
its meaning and fitted to many different systems of value.110 Cogent in individual instances, in
sum total, this trope becomes discordant. The many iterations of the shoe draw attention to
Trollope‘s fascination with and anxiety about the opacity that rhetoric can produce, which is
legible in his insistence that an author‘s ―language should be so pellucid that the meaning should
be rendered without an effort to the reader;—and not only some proportion of meaning, but the
very sense, no more and no less, which the writer has intended to put into his words‖ (An
Autobiography 234-235). Language may tend toward opacity, but a good writer can render it
fully transparent. The pile-up of shoes in Trollope‘s novels, however, reveals the shoe as
anything but a ―pellucid‖ instance of meaning. The crotchety postmistress in The Small House at
Allington weighs her salary of ―tuppence farden a day‖ against the price of keeping her feet shod
and believes it wanting: ―It don‘t find me in shoe-leather; no more it don‘t‖ (221). Lily Dale,
however, uses the shoe not as measure of subsistence but as an expression of the extremes to
which she would go to bring about her friend Grace Crawley‘s marriage in The Last Chronicle of
Barset, ―I would take my best boots and eat them down to the heels, for Grace‘s sake, and for
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Major Grantly‘s‖ (301). Alternately, shoes indicate the fashion of normative masculinity at
several points in The Small House at Allington. We are meant to like Lily Dale‘s uncle, Squire
Dale, despite his social awkwardness, because he wears ―thick shoes‖ and goes about his
property ―constant in his saddle‖ while his foppish younger brother is described as having
entered his ―slippered years‖ (13). For John Eames, the man designated by the novel as Lily‘s
perfect mate, shoes become a measure of manliness when, as part of his growth from
―hobbledehoyhood‖ to manhood, he decides he will not fetch his supervisor‘s slippers: ―‗A man
is not asked to bring another man his shoes,‘ said Eames to himself, ‗until he shows himself fit
for that sort of business‘‖ (521). In another turn of the shoe, The Prime Minister‘s title character
Plantagenet Palliser finds a refuge from the tuft-hunters, moochers, and malingerers besieging
him at Gatherum Castle in Lady Rosina De Courcy‘s plain talk of cork-soled shoes. He reflects,
―She was natural, and she wanted nothing from him. When she talked about cork soles she
meant cork soles. And then she did not tread on any of his numerous corns‖ (235). Yet shoes
don‘t just mean shoes for Palliser and Lady Rosina; they mean transparency of meaning. In
Palliser‘s meditation, the cork-soled shoe masquerades as literality while metaphorizing the
fantasy of transparent literality. J. Hillis Miller identifies in Trollope‘s autobiography a related
desire to produce novels with such transparent meaning that their ―language effaces itself,‖
allowing the author to enter directly into the mind of the reader (90).111 But Trollope‘s metaphor
fetish obstructs rather than facilitates his construction of a perfect communication system—or,
for that matter, a perfect system of utility.
Language and utility share the same operational specifications in Trollope‘s works. Each
system is aimed at transparent efficiency and meaning, which are impossible to achieve given the
unstable components (of rhetoric and use value) that comprise each system. While Trollope
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likens the act of writing and the marriage plots of his novels to a type of efficiency engine, this
mechanical production not only clogs repeatedly (on the excess of rhetoric and the shifting value
of utility), it seems to work most effectively, if not most efficiently, when it breaks down. Lily
Dale received more attention from author and readers than heroines more tractable to the
ultimately closural demands of the marriage plot because the malfunction in her romance leaves
behind a blockage that cannot be ignored. This blockage sold novels but also made them more
and less than the serviceable products that Trollope described them as being. For Trollope as
much as for Heidegger, the inconspicuousness of the materials that compose a product makes the
product useful and defines the product as such. According to Heidegger, matter ―disappears into
usefulness‖ when a product is made, but the work of art insistently draws attention to some
irreducible matter that it contains (―Origin‖ 171). Thus when Lily Dale refuses to be absorbed
through marriage into the circuit of community, one contemporary reviewer deemed this lack of
narrative closure artistic: ―We must say we think better of Mr. Trollope as an artist for making
Lily Dale turn out a spinster‖ (Smalley 296). Art, in this somewhat pedestrian construction,
refuses the satisfactions of a teleology that would leave no remnants to irritate contemplation.
The useless remainders that keep turning Trollope into an artist persistently align him
with feminized abjection, despite efforts on his part and that of some readers to butch up the
Trollopian self-image. Miller depicts part of Trollope‘s novelistic project as an attempt to
overcome his impoverished, outcast boyhood by creating novels that gave him an entrée into the
society whose values they reproduced. I would set beside this image of Trollope as not quite one
of the boys his foundational anxiety of being, as he calls himself in his own hobbledehoyhood, ―a
useless thing,‖ which is to say, a girl (An Autobiography 60). This terror of falling back into
uselessness pronounces itself in Trollope‘s hysterical need to produce text; by his own infamous
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estimates he averaged 250 words every 15 minutes. Miller‘s description of Trollope‘s social
incorporation in fact aligns him with the ladies rather than with the gentlemen‘s clubs in which
Trollope eventually became a proud member: ―Trollope himself, as a separate person, a social
misfit, has vanished into the community of his readers, just as, for example, his heroines
disappear into their communities when at the end of his novels they marry and achieve fixed
social roles‖ (90 emphasis added).112 The novel or the girl that fails to achieve the social
integration of marriage endangers the seamless productivity of Trollope‘s product, revealing it as
production out of control. Tellingly, one of Trollope‘s major objections to the serial publication
of a novel he had not yet concluded was a fear of his girl characters‘ inconsistencies: ―When
some young lady at the end of a story cannot be made to be quite perfect in her conduct, that
vivid description of angelic purity with which you laid the first lines of her portrait should be
slightly toned down‖ (An Autobiography 139).

Marriage Plodding
If the shoe‘s meaning meanders in Trollope‘s works, why should we read the shoe as
bearing a more insistent relation to the girl than any other identity or value? On the one hand,
the shoe fits the girl no better than any other object Trollope laces it to. On the other hand, the
shoe fits her like a glove, or better yet, a wedding ring—as Cinderella teaches us to read the
shoe. Trollope‘s extended metaphor on writing like a cobbler turns the novel into a pair of
shoes: ―having made up my mind that I could be really happy only when I was at work, I had
now quite accustomed myself to begin a second pair as soon as the first was out of hand‖ (324).
But figuring the novel as a pair also locates the novel on the more familiar footing of the
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marriage plot. As much as the cobbler means business to Trollope, it‘s the girl who makes up his
business. And the business of the girl and the nineteenth-century novel is marriage.
Luckily for Trollope, marriage is an economic system not totally unlike the writing of his
novels. By calling marriage an economic system, I mean less to gesture toward the financial
consolidation transacted through marriage than toward the system of solicitation, investment,
deferral, accumulation, and resolution of desire and social aspiration that is the marriage plot.
This narrative powers the novel. As Trollope discovered in his one attempt to ―prove that a
novel may be produced without any love,‖ he could not write a novel without a marriage plot:
―In order that I might be strong in my purpose, I took for my heroine a very unattractive old maid
who was overwhelmed by 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).113 While most of Trollope‘s
heroines at least begin their careers as teenagers, the unmarried heroine of any age gave his
novels narrative momentum—even and especially when that momentum resulted from her
tremendous inertia. A heroine‘s unmarriageability or scruples about marriage gave Trollope the
means to consider an otherwise stale marriage plot in terms of utility. The girl‘s utility for the
marriage plot subsists in a type of uselessness or utility in reserve. For the practical purposes of
the novel‘s plot and sales—which is to say the novel‘s existence—the girl must remain
unmarried until the proper (concluding) moment: decorously reserved and thereby accruing the
moral value as well as the pages that make her a heroine. Even heroines who marry early in the
course of a novel, like George Eliot‘s Dorothea Brooke or Trollope‘s Emily Wharton, can be
included in this structure, since these marriages tend to be regarded as mistakes or deviations
from the proper romantic trajectory the heroine eventually resumes.
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As a character function, the girl proved annoyingly indispensible to Trollope in
producing novels. In his brief autobiographical comments on the Barsetshire novel Framley
Parsonage, Trollope asserts that the love story between Lucy Robarts and Lord Lufton was ―an
adjunct necessary, because there must be love in a novel‖ (142). Eighteen-year-old Lucy could
thus herself be considered an ―adjunct necessary‖ to Trollope‘s novel about her brother Mark,
the chief inhabitant of the Framley parsonage. Trollope famously subordinated plot to character,
but recognized the importance of plot to most readers: ―a good plot,—which, to my own feeling,
is the most insignificant part of a tale,—is that which will most raise it or most condemn it in the
public judgement [sic]‖ (126). This disinterest in plot explains Trollope‘s somewhat overdone
embarrassment that in Framley Parsonage ―the real plot consisted at last simply of a girl
refusing to marry the man she loved till the man‘s friends agreed to accept her lovingly. Nothing
could be less efficient or artistic‖ (142). Contradictorily described as both an ―adjunct
necessary‖ to the novel and its ―real plot,‖ Lucy‘s romance must be added to the novel to propel
its narrative, but in its specifics this story unfolds without the ease or plausibility that causes the
machinery of the plot to vanish in its utility. The girl creates the matrimonial inefficiency that
constitutes the obligatory but ―insignificant‖ plot component of the novel, and she is the very
significant efficiency problem that Trollope keeps trying to write out of his novels—at the
possible expense of having nothing further to write about.
The measured uselessness of heroines like Lucy Robarts generated lucrative novel sales
for Trollope. One after another, girls in the Barsetshire novels, as Hugh Walpole points out in an
early study of Trollope‘s Barsetshire series,
must suffer from that malady to which most of the Trollope heroines fall victims—the
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disease of maidenly caution….These young ladies do nothing else for hundreds and
hundreds of pages but refuse their patient and persistent lovers, who ride on horseback up
and down the country lanes, post desperately up to London, sometimes strike their rivals
to the ground, quarrel with all their elders and betters that they may relive their feelings.
It is of no avail. Until the end of the third volume is reached, or the serial necessities
concluded, refused they are going to be. (53-54)
The value of the single girl in these novels rests in her ability to remain an idle commodity until
Trollope has produced enough pages and enough narrative tension to turn her into a bankable
wife. Lily Dale‘s resistance to marrying John Eames, which extends beyond the conclusion of
one Barsetshire novel and into the next, calls attention, as Walpole points out, to the
marketability of heroines with little other purpose in life than saying no and then yes, but it also
attenuates the marriage plot to the breaking point. The proper pastoral conclusion that would
unite the simple country boy and girl never arrives. Trollope apparently considered The Small
House at Allington the odd novel out in the Barsetshire series, excluding it from the combined
republication of the series in the 1880s.114 He was surprisingly willing to forgo the greater profit
of a six-novel rather than a five-novel series and to permit the Allington plot-strand of The Last
Chronicle of Barset to become somewhat confusing by the omission of The Small House at
Allington. No explanation for this choice appears in extant documents, but it certainly looks like
an attempt to expunge an inefficiency in this system of novels. The decision also accords with
James Kincaid‘s argument that this darkest Barsetshire novel threatens to upset the value system
of the entire series by allowing the virtue of constancy, especially to the object of one‘s
affections, to become dangerously unfounded and irredeemably perverse.115
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Irrespective of Trollope‘s wish to cut the whole Allington concern from the Barsetshire
series, readers were and remained interested in Lily Dale. This fascination, of course, resulted
largely from a desire to see her marry and correct the ―provokingly unsatisfactory‖ conclusion to
her story, rather than from any mass suspicion of marital ideology (Smalley 202). But suspicion
of marital ideology is precisely what we get in The Small House at Allington. The catalogue of
bad marriages that Trollope presents makes a depressing litany for even the most cynical reader.
Crosbie begins to regret his engagement to the chilly and opportunistic Lady Alexandrina De
Courcy in the midst of negotiating settlements with her parents, and the pair tortures each other
with self-centered recriminations until they separate only ten weeks after their wedding. Lord
De Courcy delights in terrorizing his family and servants, and his wife, as Trollope records, ―in
her former days, had been heard to complain of her lord‘s frequent absence. But it is hard to
please some women—and now she would not always be satisfied with his presence‖ (173). The
De Courcy children marry out of avarice and spite against their parents and siblings, one likening
his nouveau riche wife to a dog and another referring to marriage as getting ―spliced‖ (494, 180).
The married Lady Dumbello carries on possibly the most vanilla flirtation in the history of
literature with Plantagenet Palliser and cuts it off to preserve the social position she loves more
than her husband. On the other end of the social ladder, at John Eames‘s boarding house, John‘s
friend Cradell flirts with a married boarder, and the landlady‘s daughter, Amelia Roper, manages
to rope Cradell into marriage and financial ruin after failing to nudge John‘s concupiscent
attentions into a proposal. Vis-à-vis John, Trollope perhaps too eagerly assures ―all ladies who
may read my tale, the truth of his love for Lily had moulted no feather through that unholy
liaison between him and Miss Roper‖ (53). The two happy marriages in this novel include
serious qualifications. Mrs. Dale‘s husband has been dead for 20 years, long enough for an

157
idealizing varnish to set. And Lily‘s sister Bell shows little passion or urgency in accepting Dr.
Crofts. ―I do not think,‖ Trollope comments ―it would have made her unhappy if some sudden
need had required that Crofts should go to India and back before they were married‖ (551).
Given such plot details, in combination with the failure of Lily‘s hopes for marriage, it
seems particularly bizarre that Virginia Woolf would pair this novel with Austen‘s Pride and
Prejudice, arguing that ―after those two perfect novels, Pride and Prejudice and The Small
House at Allington, English fiction had to escape from the dominion of that perfection, as
English poetry had to escape from Tennyson‖ (254). What two novels could be more
conspicuously mismatched in plot and tone? Though Austen unleashes plenty of acidic irony
upon marriage, in Pride and Prejudice, she also practices what Sonia Hofkosh calls the
illusionist‘s art, summoning Prince Charming (or something close enough) in response to the
heart‘s desires of not just one but two necessitous girls—despite ridiculing such a possibility in
the novel‘s well-known opening sentence. The Small House at Allington, though skillfully
crafted to show off several parallel romantic narratives, would seem the antithesis of Austenian
perfection with its depiction of the breakdown of Lily‘s marriage plot and a disillusioningly
mundane betrothal scene for Lily‘s sister Bell in which she and Dr. Crofts sit around with Lily
and Mrs. Dale talking ―about chairs and tables, carpets and kitchens, in a most unromantic,
homely, useful manner!‖ (551) Bell‘s utility makes her marriage plot a very slight affair. But it
may be that both Pride and Prejudice and The Small House at Allington participate in rather than
merely precipitate what Woolf calls the ―escape from the domination of …perfection.‖ In a
letter to her niece, Fanny Knight, Austen famously commented of ―Novels & Heroines‖ that
―pictures of perfection…make me sick & wicked,‖ an assertion supporting critical work that has
traced her ironizing of the marriage plot and its various narrative, domesticating, and
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heterosexaulizing perfections (Le Faye 335).116 The Small House at Allington may be most
perfect in its measured undoing of the marriage knots that Austen ties so charmingly in her
novels. Even with its light and silly moments like John Eames saving Earl De Guest from a bull
and the ―interregnum‖ over the allocation of manure at the Big House of Allington, the novel
maintains a persistent low-grade melancholy, infecting Lily with a malaise that she cannot fully
understand or overcome.117 In The Last Chronicle of Barset she can say ―I think a girl who isn‘t
going to be married has the best of it—that‘s all,‖ but she can‘t quite articulate why she thinks
this is so (798). Trollope provides a type of explanation for Lily‘s assertion when he says, ―The
shipwreck to which she had once come, and the fierce regrets which had arisen thence, had
forced her to think too much of these things‖ (796). In its description, this thinking is virtually
contentless and lacks anything like an outcome, but it represents a step toward the modernist
novel and marriage as one of the many things that fall apart in it. Lily Dale may even be reborn
as Woolf‘s Lily Briscoe, the heroine of To the Lighthouse who resists the imperative of the
marriage plot in order to pursue her art but who nonetheless feels its pull upon her.118
Lily Dale‘s nebulous resistance to marriage would seem likely to make her popular with
twentieth-century critics, particularly with feminist investments, but this is not the case.119
Modern critics almost universally charge Lily with perversity, dubiously following the diagnosis
of the stodgy old bachelor, Earl De Guest: ―the young lady has been perverse‖ (639).120 Patricia
Meyer Spacks‘s comments are emblematic of this tendency: ―[Lily‘s] lifelong commitment to
futile love and fidelity does not win the admiration of those about her; it does no good to her or
to anyone else….If it generates a kind of happiness for Lily herself, we are made to feel the
perversity of such satisfaction‖ (220). The uselessness of Lily‘s resolve appears to bother
Spacks most, as it does Kincaid, who regards her as developing ―genuine perversity‖ when she
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―recognizes that she can discover no reason for her tenacity‖ but persists anyway (The Novel of
Anthony Trollope 132). Lily may be considered a pervert insofar as she eschews her own
pleasure in order to satisfy an external law of fidelity, but the social impact of her perversity
resonates much more powerfully than any dissection of her psychological state. Through her
very dedication to the Victorian veneration for female devotion, she makes its logic of feminine
service useless. During her courtship, Lily displays an almost Trollopian devotion to utility in
her solemn pledge to Crosbie that she wants ―[t]o be of use to you—to work for you—to do
something for you that may have in it some sober, earnest purport of usefulness…I want to be
with you at once that I may be of service to you‖ (160-161). To this end, she and her mother and
sister work diligently on her trousseau, which Trollope refers to as ―the produce of her own
industry and economy‖ (219). When Crosbie breaks off their engagement, Lily re-dedicates
herself to remaining faithful to him, turning ―service‖ into a hollow ritual form that parodies a
woman‘s narrow scope for usefulness in marital devotion. Her singular devotion to an
impossible ideal substitutes fetishistically for a sexual relationship, turning her away from the
path of normative heterosexual coupling.121
Instead of locating Lily‘s perversity solely in fetishism or masochism (or any other
classifiable psychological perversion), I want to examine how she renders the pair odd—whether
this pair is Trollope‘s pair of shoes or the married pair. Near the end of The Small House at
Allington, Lily‘s repentant uncle gives her three thousand pounds that might have prevented
Adolphus Crosbie from jilting her had Squire Dale been more forthcoming in the first place.
Lily attempts to conceptualize the financial and social autonomy that this money grants her in
terms of a pair of boots made for walking, asking her mother, ―Can you tell me how soon I shall
have a new pair of Balmorel boots because of this money? If that were brought home to me I
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think it would enliven my gratitude‖ (637). Slipping into Trollope‘s favorite metaphor for use
value, Lily similarly reads shoes as a practical means to measure empirical value, but she also
perverts this metaphor by turning it into an expression of female self-sufficiency. She has a pair,
so to speak, and this pair allows her to flout the pressure put on her by family and friends to
marry John Eames. Squire Dale‘s act of generosity causes Lily to exclaim upon the surplus
value supposed to inhere in a significant sum of money given to an unmarried young woman:
―nobody ever gives girls money like that, so that they can enjoy it‖ (637). In this instance,
enjoyment is a term with no absolute connection to surplus or pleasure beyond the satisfaction of
need. On the one hand, Lily‘s comment counts the money in terms of self-indulgence and
frivolous pleasures, such as ―buy[ing] a dressing case, and a thing for a squirrel to run around in‖
(637). On the other hand, the money represents control over one‘s desires and destiny rarely
granted to a young woman in the mid-Victorian period, a type of enjoyment that may surpass
basic needs but hardly equivalent to frivolous excess or mere pleasure. Particularly for a girl
who will in many ways remain a girl by living at home with her mother and choosing not to
marry, the financial power to be frivolous and self-indulgent is not simply a matter of being
superficial, immature, or reckless but a stand made on behalf of her own personhood against a
value system that would count her importance in negative numbers. Lily‘s desires will be given
their due as serious desires because she can satisfy them by herself no matter how silly they are
in their specifics.
Trollope‘s decision not to let the other shoe drop in Lily‘s matrimonial narrative
generated brisk sales of his subsequent and final Barsetshire novel, moving a novel that, as we
have seen, seemed arty to some readers back into the realm of the product. However, The Last
Chronicle of Barset also refuses to settle the question of Lily‘s and John‘s compatibility with a
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marriage. After carefully examining 1,500-odd pages of Lily‘s story, I will take the risk of
claiming that she just doesn‘t feel ―that way‖ about John Eames. In The Last Chronicle of
Barset, we not only watch Crosbie become a fallen idol when Lily meets him again, because
―she herself was older, and could no longer see a god in such a man,‖ but we also hear that Lily
cannot then replace Crosbie with John because ―she had fallen in love with the one, and had
never fallen in love with the other!‖ (553, 788) Trollope tells an utterly mundane story over the
course of these two novels about the lack of a perfect romantic mate for every person.
Moreover, early in The Small House at Allington his narrator calls attention to the arbitrariness of
the pair when noting that either Lily or her sister Bell could have fallen in love with Crosbie: ―It
is almost sad to think that such a man might have had the love of either of such girls, but I fear
that I must acknowledge that it was so‖ (Small House 57-58).
The pair of Balmoral boots that Lily plans to buy connects the problem of establishing
reliable standards of utility, which more broadly occupies Trollope, to the question of whether
the married pair can be treated as an absolute and dependable value, especially by women. Lily,
as Trollope recounts in the concluding paragraphs of The Small House at Allington, ―soon got the
Balmoral boots, or, at least, soon learned that the power of getting them as she pleased had
devolved upon her‖ (664). Metaphorizing the power to please oneself as well as an alternative to
the marital pair, these boots give Lily greater mobility than Crosbie‘s wife Lady Alexandrina.
Lonely and bored in her marriage, Alexandrina is advised by her sister, much to her horror, that
having a baby would give her ―something to do‖ (524). The suggestion causes her to reflect that
she ―had been tempted to marry at all because it appeared to her that a married woman could
enjoy society with less restraint than a girl who was subject to her mother or her chaperon; that
she would have more freedom of action as a married woman; and now she was told she must
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wait for a baby before she could have anything to do‖ (525). If Alexandrina escapes the panoptic
restrictions of girlhood through marriage, the absence of a child leaves her in a type of weird
limbo between girl and woman—although Trollope suggests that the womanhood of the married
mother may not be any freer or more complete than that of the childless wife, just busier. Lily‘s
life in a comfortable home with a loving mother, a bit of money, and her Balmoral boots starts
not to look so bad compared to Alexandrina‘s mortifying married life. By paralleling these two
women involved with Adolphus Crosbie, Trollope manages to loosen if not undo the hierarchy
of value that places marriage and babies above boots, but this has not stopped generations of
readers from expressing their feeling that Lily would be better off following what Oliphant calls
her ―natural career.‖
These stories of the romantically impaired threaten to become a horror story in which
human beings devolve into abject things. For Derrida, the figure of the pair promises
meaningfulness and the presence of humanity. ―[T]he pair is the condition of symbolic
correspondence,‖ he writes, and so ―[i]f there is a pair, then a contract is possible, you can look
for the subject, hope is still permitted‖ (283, 282). The conceptual structures that subtend the
symbolic order—binary difference, dialectic, metaphor—are founded on the pair. A mismatched
pair or a single shoe impedes the assumption of a human subject that arises from the sight of an
empty pair of shoes. As Marjorie Garber points out in a reading of Derrida‘s discourse on the
pair, the pair prominently metaphorizes the social institution of marriage, which legally
recognizes certain types of subjectivity as more valuable and more whole(some) than others;
tautologically, and therefore in an internally self-justifying fashion, ―the couple, the pair, are not
perverse—because they are paired‖ (95). Without the proper kind of pair—or so goes a
particular type of argument—no marriage, no children, no future.122 And so Lily‘s ―perverse‖
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choice to remain single has tellingly been described by Juliet McMaster as ―barren
determination‖ (10).123 A life full of shoes rather than babies is without value.124 If we don‘t
learn this from Lily Dale and her tale of no sex in the country, we can learn it from Carrie
Bradshaw and Sex and the City. In the episode ―A Woman‘s Right to Shoes,‖ Carrie is asked to
remove her shoes at a baby shower so any dirt she drags in won‘t harm the couple‘s children, and
someone walks off with her Manolos. When Carrie asks the mother of the baby to pay her the
$485 for the shoes, she is ―shoe shamed‖ for her extravagant lifestyle, and a line is drawn
between the value of the mother and the valueless girl. Even as an odd accessory to the pair, the
baby confirms and reproduces the subject. The girl‘s shoes, however, can only register as an
attempt to supplement the lack in her own subjectivity. Their extravagant styles, price, and
quantity never fill the absence of an other half and of the baby that magically acts not as a
supplement but as the guarantor of wholeness. If Carrie and Lily promise to become the old
woman who lived in her shoe, it is not because either has so many children she doesn‘t know
what to do. The girl who fails to get over her shoes, who will not—Cinderella style—offer her
foot in marriage, becomes synonymous with the shoe despite the love of a popular audience that
longs to see her paired off.

De-picting the Girl
The girl frequently appears at the borderline between the subject and the object because
her abject femininity already bears the burden of separating the human from the thing. John
Everett Millais, who illustrated several of Trollope‘s Barsetshire Chronicles, depicts thingliness
emerging from the girl in one of Trollope‘s most sentimental deployments of this figure to
embody the innocence of the idyllic Barsetshire world.125 In Framley Parsonage, Millais turns
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Lucy Robarts, whom Trollope deems ―the most natural English girl that I ever drew,‖ into what
one reviewer calls ―a personification of crinoline‖ (An Autobiography 143; Smalley 130). [See
Figure 2] Even Lucy, the girl who temporarily refuses to marry for the ―right‖ reasons,
endangers her simple pastoral world with her single status and excessive style. Trollope objected
to Millais‘s illustration in general and the dress Lucy is wearing in particular, writing to his
publisher, ―The picture is simply ludicrous, & will be thought by most people to have been made
so intentionally. It is such a burlesque on such a situation as would do for Punch‖ (qtd. in Hall
15).126

Figure 2: Lucy Robarts weeps in the privacy of her bedroom after honor compels
her to untruthfully tell Lord Lufton that she does not love him.
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The tiers-upon-tiers of flounces that compose the skirt of Lucy‘s dress and visually dominate the
illustration nearly swallow Lucy and distract attention from her bleak mood with their modish
whimsy. As Trollope notes, the inflated garment deflates the drama of Lucy‘s sorrow at having
to give up the man she loves for honor‘s sake. The illustration simultaneously fills Lucy with
emotion that gives her interiority and flattens her into a silly thing. Her plight appears about as
serious as her dress. However, Millais‘s sentimentalized vision of melodramatic teenage
wallowing in abjection also shades into unredeemable abjection. For all of the Victorian
investment in the girl‘s purity and spiritual value, as a human subject, Lucy is less animated than
the garment she wears in this illustration. Describing this image, N. John Hall uses language that
implicitly anthropomorphizes the dress and dehumanizes Lucy, stating that ―the dress rather than
Lucy is the subject of the drawing‖ (18). The single shoe peeping out of Lucy‘s skirts also drew
critical disdain in the nineteenth century for causing her to appear ―booted in horse-breaker
fashion‖—a rather dramatic complaint considering the daintiness of Lucy‘s footwear (Smalley
130). Yet the reviewer registers an aggressive and dehumanizing force emanating from the
depiction of Lucy that also deforms Adolphus Crosbie in Millais‘s portrayal his marital
experience. [See Figure 3] Crosbie may be a heel for jilting Lily, but he gets his punishment
when his secretly impoverished aristocratic wife reduces him to an object by turning him into the
capital that decorates her home and sends her to the continent in style when she separates from
him. Dense and amorphous in Millais‘s illustration, Lady Alexandrina and her sister echo the
thingly quality of Lucy Robarts and of the fabrics that they are examining, but behind them
Crosbie has been rendered a useless thing, or at best a human pocketbook. His cylindrical shape
repeats the bolts of cloth awaiting inspection, placing him in the continuum of objects managed
by his wife and her family.
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Figure 3 Adolphus Crosbie obediently accompanies his fiancé as she shops for home
furnishings.

For Trollope, the man who handles the girl poorly risks congealing into an abject thing.
Only days after engaging himself to Lily against his better judgment, Crosbie ―feel[s] himself to
look like a calf at the altar, ready for the knife, with blue ribbons round his horns and neck‖
(Small House 69). Pairing up begins to appear to him as coterminous with getting pared into
pieces. He becomes Lily‘s fetish object rather than turning her into the fetish that would allow
him to dull what he perceives as the castrating affects of matrimony: ―He must give up his clubs,
and his fashion, and all that he had hitherto gained, and be content to live a plain, humdrum,
domestic life, with eight hundred a year, and a small house full of babies‖ (75). Even when
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thinking tenderly of Lily, Crosbie allows his compunctions about marrying a girl without money
to tinge his endearments: ―Of course I must suffer—suffer damnably. But she shall never know
it. Dear, sweet, innocent, pretty little thing!‖ (75) Meant admiringly, if somewhat
condescendingly, this diminutive also designates the repulsive burden of the sweet, pretty, and
innocent thing. As a well-brought-up girl related to aristocracy, Lily can provide for herself only
through marriage and becomes an image for Crosbie not only of his own shabby future full of
useless dependents but also of a sub-human state—despite and because of all of Lily‘s sweet and
pretty trappings that signify clinging vapidity as well as soothing sweetness and light. And so
Crosbie escapes to Courcy Castle and Lady Alexandrina, who turns out to erode his manhood
and impinge upon his subjectivity just as surely as he imagined Lily would. The proprietary
supervision of his second fiancée‘s family, in a repetition of his first engagement, violently
animalizes and domesticates him: ―he felt as though he were a cock with his spurs cut off—as a
dog with his teeth drawn‖ (340). Like Lily Dale, Lady Alexandrina threatens Crosbie‘s very
being with her uselessness, which is less pleasantly accoutered than Lily‘s. On their frigid
honeymoon, Crosbie looks across a railway compartment and thinks, ―Of what use to him in life
would be that thing of a woman that sat opposite to him?‖ (498 emphasis added) Age and
marriage separate Lily and Lady Alexandrina into the categories of girl and woman, but their
abject uselessness to Crosbie assigns them both to a type of non-personhood. That Crosbie
begins to revalue Lily and fantasize about her during his engagement and marriage may indicate
a grass-is-always-greener pattern of desire, but it also illustrates the unique abjection of the girl,
which can co-exist with sentimental value. Upon receiving a promotion and raise that would
have made married life with Lily less strained financially, Crosbie reflects, ―The house full of
babies…appeared to him now under a very different guise from that which it wore as he sat in
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his room at Courcy Castle…Then such an establishment had to him the flavor of a graveyard. It
was as though he were going to bury himself alive. Now that it was out of his reach, he thought
of it as a paradise upon earth‖ (301). The girl can be as easily romanticized into a domestic
goddess as she can be demonized as a succubus or corpse bride: two sides of the same abject
status that makes her something other than human.
What makes the girl‘s abjection different from the familiar case of the woman and the
demon is the lightness and frivolity that compose her abjection. We are dealing here not with the
grotesque embodiment of the woman (and particularly of the woman as pre-Oedipal mother) but
with the saccharine patina that often appears to be all that there is to the girl‘s substance. The
sweetest and most delightful attributes of Lily Dale also come across as the most vapid and
superficial: her flippant speeches, subservient poses for Crosbie, and what Trollope calls her
―kitten-like gambols of girlhood‖ (57). Describing Crosbie‘s growing claustrophobia at Lily‘s
attentiveness (characterized by her self-consciously exaggerated deference and gratuitous
concern for his creature comforts) Jane Nardin comments, ―so predictably girlish is Lily that her
charm begins to cloy‖ (111). This equation between the girlish and the cloying effectively
describes the girl‘s specific abjection: a surfeit of sweetness that can suffocate anyone too close
in proximity.127 The sweet and frivolous can be considered modes of abjection by virtue of their
insubstantiveness, and if the inanity of the girl causes her to appear subhuman (though also, from
another angle, adorable) such abjection should not be regarded as benignly passive. Julia
Kristeva describes abjection in its pure, non-symbolizable form as ―a weight of meaninglessness,
about which there is nothing insignificant, and which crushes me‖ (2). The looming threat of
abjection conveyed by objects like the corpse or bodily wastes is obviously somewhat different
from any danger posed by the girl, but, bending the meaning of ―meaninglessness‖ from non-
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symbolic to pointless or valueless, we may begin to see another frequency of abjection. The girl
is both significant and horrifyingly insignificant in Victorian literature and culture—a ―Dear,
sweet, innocent, pretty little thing‖ that means everything and nothing, who is crushed by her
own pointlessness but can also crush others with this same vacuity. Lily, for instance, uses
girlish behavior to protect herself and lash out against the unwanted sympathy of certain
neighbors after Crosbie jilts her. When the parson‘s wife, Mrs. Boyce, attempts to speak a few
worlds of condolence,
Lily, with a slightly heightened colour, turned sharp round upon one of the Boyce girls,
tearing Mrs. Boyce‘s commiseration into the smallest shreds. ‗Minnie,‘ she said,
speaking quite loud, almost with girlish ecstasy, ‗what do you think Tartar did yesterday?
I never laughed so much in my life.‘ Then she told a ludicrous story about a very ugly
terrier which belonged to the squire. After that even Mrs. Boyce made no further
attempt. (540 emphasis added)
The triviality of this story and of a conversation between girls insulates Lily from Mrs. Boyce,
who must silently accept the ―tearing‖ rebuff in Lily‘s pose of ―girlish‖ ingenuousness and
buoyant spirits. Lily obliquely stands up for herself by exploiting the girl‘s presumedly shallow
perception and concerns, but this skill also keeps her trapped in abjection. Her strategic
deployment of the girl‘s frivolous qualities and superficial attributes will be intuited by Crosbie
when he admits to himself that he has been ―vanquished by a silver voice, a pretty wit, and a pair
of moderately bright eyes‖ (69 emphasis added). The recognition that Lily has actively
slackened his resolve not to marry combines with the horrifying burden of a portionless fiancée
with only ―moderately bright eyes.‖ Lily is unexpectedly tenacious dead weight.
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Trollope, like Millais, associates the girl with a toxic uselessness that saps subjectivity.
With a little help from the Trollopian narrator, Lily thinks of Crosbie as ―her bird, the spoil of
her own gun, the product of such capacity as she had in her, on which she was to live, and if
possible, to thrive during the remainder of her life‖ (134). As a metaphor, the image of a slight,
incommodiously-dressed Victorian girl toting a hunting rifle with ―such capacity‖ as she can
muster may be comic, but it is also terrifying in its depiction of weakness and naïveté as
aggressive and instrumentalized forms of dependence. The girl‘s cute incapacity is also her
dehumanizing menace. Lily has, as Crosbie admits, ―bowled [him] over,‖ and will depend upon
him and his civil service job for survival after marriage, very much in the way that a game bird
would give her sustenance. Initially besotted by Lily Dale, Crosbie comes to envision himself
being eaten alive by the girl he thinks of as ―very pretty, very nice, very refreshing in her
innocence, her purity, and her quick intelligence‖ (61). The exalted beauty, sweetness, and
innocence of the girl in nineteenth-century novels and society coexist with an abuse of her
infectious triviality. The many sentimental portraits of the girl depict her as a site where artistic
and novelistic figurations abject the very subjectivity that they simultaneously produce.

171
Chapter 4
George Eliot and Maggie: Fetishism, Sympathy, and Silliness
―George Eliot‘s attitude to her own immaturity as represented by Maggie is the reverse of a
mature one. Maggie Tulliver, in fact, represents an immaturity that George Eliot never leaves
safely behind her.‖ –F.R. Leavis
For Anthony Trollope, as we saw, the girl is a fetish, an object treated with the ―divided
attitude‖ of affection and hostility that, for Sigmund Freud, characterizes the fetishist‘s behavior
toward his fetish (―Fetishism‖ 356). Trollope‘s works solicit both admiration and irritation for
the girl‘s various states of uselessness. And Trollope‘s identification with Lily Dale—however
disavowed or inverted—threatens to reveal his utilitarian self-promotion as dependent upon a
figure both antithetical to and in excess of utility, potentially castrating him by associating him
with uselessness. In George Eliot‘s The Mill on the Floss, the girl is also a fetish, but more
importantly, Maggie Tulliver has a fetish and uses it to express her frustration with the
constraints of being a girl. Eliot most clearly appears to understand the fetish in this novel as an
object of abuse, as she does in a letter when referring to a fetish as something to ―belabour‖
(Letters Vol. 1, 225). Maggie batters the fetish doll, which is ―punished for all her misfortunes,‖
in order to cathartically expel her anger at the gender-specific socializing injunctions and
prohibitions imposed upon her (31). This at least is the quick way of summarizing and
dispatching the violent and perhaps somewhat silly tableau of a little girl beating up her dolly. 128
But Maggie‘s rage begins to look more complex in its directionality and less safely dissipated
when viewed through the autobiographical framework of The Mill on the Floss in which Eliot
liquidates a version, no matter how distorted, of herself.129 The girl‘s aggression and aggression
at the girl preoccupy this novel and interrupt its more elegiac and compassionate impulses.
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In keeping with the ethnographic rhetorical strand of The Mill on the Floss, Eliot
classifies Maggie‘s childhood aggression in terms of ―primitive‖ behavior and a Victorian
discourse of anthropological fetishism that Peter Melville Logan has shown to be a prevalent
way of understanding the fetish through the latter half of the nineteenth century. Just as in my
previous chapter I blended psychoanalytic and economic fetishism to understand Trollope‘s
utility fetish, in this chapter, I will draw on concepts of anthropological and psychoanalytic
fetishism to trace Eliot‘s adaptation of the anthropological fetish. Nearly 50 years after Eliot‘s
death, Freud almost offhandedly references an anthropological definition of fetishism when
explaining, in Civilization and Its Discontents, the structure of the superego and why ―ill-luck‖
or ―external frustration‖ experienced by a person increases the demands of the superego upon the
ego for self-mortification and renunciation: ―It is remarkable how differently a primitive man
behaves. If he has met with a misfortune, he does not throw the blame on himself but on his
fetish, which has obviously not done its duty, and he gives it a thrashing instead of punishing
himself‖ (87, 88). Like Eliot, Freud would appear to differentiate the direction in which
aggression is expressed by primitive and civilized peoples. According to Freud, the civilized
person learns to give herself a ―thrashing,‖ making her ego the fetish that the superego punishes.
Nine-year-old Maggie occupies a liminal place between primitivism and civilization, living in
provincial St. Oggs, which Eliot describes in one of the most quarrelsome passages of the novel
as ―irradiated by no sublime principles, no romantic visions, no active self-renouncing
faith…without that primitive rough simplicity of wants, that hard submissive ill-paid toil, that
child-like spelling out of what nature has written, which gives poetry to peasant life‖ (283).
Maggie does eventually find an ―active, self-renouncing faith‖ that elevates her above the
―emmet-like Dodsons and Tullivers‖ by developing the ―faith and sympathy that were the best
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organs of her soul‖ (284, 478). She becomes a highly civilized expert at submitting to the
lashings of her superego. Yet I want to question whether her violent use of the fetish as a little
girl is so different from her subsequent ―mature,‖ Christianized behaviors of renunciation and
confession for the benefit of others. The Mill on the Floss, I believe, depicts a primal scene of
George Eliot‘s famous doctrine of sympathy through Maggie‘s abuse of the fetish doll.130 Her
aggression towards this fetish operates according to a logic of identification—central to both
sympathy and anthropological fetishism—by which the doll interchangeably stands both for
those who belittle or enrage Maggie and for Maggie herself. The fellow feeling of sympathy
thus takes its primitive form in the experience of violence inflicted upon the other by oneself and
as oneself. That is to say, sympathy originates from aggression, not just as a reaction against it,
and sympathy is as much about one‘s relation to oneself as to others.131
In order to understand the structural similarity of fetishism and sympathy in Eliot‘s work,
we must turn to Auguste Comte‘s Cours de Philosophie Positive, which, as Logan persuasively
establishes in his fascinating study, Victorian Fetishism: Intellectuals and Primitives, was very
popular in British intellectual circles during the 1850s and a text that influenced Eliot.132 George
Henry Lewes was in the midst of translating and condensing this text in 1853 when he and Eliot
began their relationship, and, in the same year, Eliot‘s one-time role model of the professional
woman writer, Harriet Martineau, also produced a slightly longer but still condensed version of
Comte‘s six-volume ―course‖ on positive philosophy.133 Comte‘s study contains a sociological
account of fetishism, and primitive culture more generally, that became predominant in midnineteenth-century Britain. According to Comte, fetishism is the most primitive state of human
intellectual development during which humans ―suppos[e] external bodies, even the most inert,
to be animated by passion and will, more or less analogous to the personal impressions of the
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spectator‖ (Martineau 187). While I will have to cover some of the same ground as Logan in
describing Comte‘s theory of fetishism as it is situated in his larger positivist project, I do so in
order to come to a very different conclusion about Eliot‘s deployment of the fetish. Focusing
mainly on Eliot‘s early critical works and translation of Ludwig Feuerbach‘s The Essence of
Christianity, Logan argues that Eliot fetishizes the realist novel by depicting in it her vision of
what the real world should be like. Novelistic realism thus is an illusion necessary to affect
social change in the extra-literary realm. This aspiration, however, puts Eliot in a double bind
because her own humanist project repeats the fetishism she condemns in provincial British
characters from her novels, who, like Comte‘s primitive fetishist, mistakenly treat objects as
magical entities. For Eliot, ―realism‘s effect,‖ Logan explains, ―depends on the primitive
fetishism that it critiques‖ (87).134 I, however, examine Eliot‘s explicit references to the fetish in
The Mill on the Floss in order to outline an aggressive function at the root of sympathy and
anthropological fetishism, which are both experiences through which an individual makes sense
of objects external to herself. The major difference between fetishism and sympathy is that the
fetishist extends her understanding of the world (in the epistemological sense) by reading it as
analogous to herself while the sympathizer extends her understanding to the world (in the
emotional/moral sense). Each action—the creation of the fetish and the proffering of
sympathy—involves a potentially violent imposition of the self onto the world. In her depiction
of Maggie‘s fetish, Eliot uses Comte‘s theory of the primitive fetishist‘s ―propensity to transfer
to outward objects the sense of existence which served him for an explanation of his own
phenomena,‖ but she also uses the fetish to consider how outward objects, including other
people, can shape and unsettle one‘s ―sense of existence‖ (Martineau 189). Moreover, it matters
that Eliot makes Maggie‘s fetish a doll: the representation of another human being put into the
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safekeeping (or not-so-safekeeping) of a little girl in order to encourage her nurturing instincts.
Maggie thus becomes a node at which Eliot‘s investment in sympathy establishes and undoes
itself.
A philosopher, mathematician, and humanist, Comte aimed to standardize the intellectual
approach to everything from chemistry to history to philosophy through the universal application
of the scientific method.135 Lewes enthusiastically claimed that Comte ―aspired to become the
founder of a new religion—the religion of Humanity,‖ a description that has been applied to
Eliot‘s own secular advocacy of sympathy (6).136 However, the absolutism of Comte‘s
expressed doctrines causes him to resemble one of the ―men of maxims‖ whom Eliot criticizes in
The Mill on the Floss for offering one-size-fits-all moral laws to others rather than individualized
sympathy (518).137 One of Comte‘s maxims of positive philosophy is the ―fundamental Law of
human development:—There are but three phases of intellectual evolution—for the individual as
well as for the mass—the Theological (Supernatural), the Metaphysical, and the Positive‖
(Lewes 10). Fetishism falls under the theological stage of development, constituting the first
stage of humanity and human sociality, followed by polytheism and monotheism. Comte
presents this long account of human development in order to offer persuasive evidence of the
evolutionary narrative that will eventually lead mankind into a fully positivist state. That he can
identify the teleological endpoint of all human history in his own intellectual project makes him
significantly reminiscent of the primitive fetishist he describes, since the fetishistic stage of
development involves the fetishist‘s ―projection,‖ as Logan quite rightly terms this act, of his
own qualities onto objects as a means of understanding their make-up and behavior (35).138
Fetishistic understanding of the phenomenological world would then actually constitute a
blockage in understanding, since all knowledge of the world would be a version of self-
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knowledge. While the examples of fetishes that Comte uses are inanimate or non-human, like
Maggie‘s doll, it appears that fetishistic comprehension-through-projection also hampers human
sociality, since fetishism as a religion, according to Comte, was too highly individualized to
provide ―assistance to the development of common ideas‖ (Martineau 192). Each primitive
human possessed her or his own unique fetishes based on a specific understanding of self
projected onto the external world. As a result, ―common ideas‖ and broader social connection
were nearly impossible. According to Comte, a more unified social and theological system could
only emerge when humans achieved the capacity for abstract thought and the ability to make
generalized observations. The recognition of similar groups of objects—like trees or stars—and
the assignment of a single god to all such objects constitutes the move from fetishism to
polytheism, from the unique material fetish god that inhabited each object to a deity represented
by but no longer identical to the class of objects over which it reigns. ―[T]he intellectual passage
from Fetichism to Polytheism,‖ Lewes summarizes, ―reduced to the inevitable preponderance of
general ideas over individual ideas in the second age of our infancy, social or personal‖ (276).
This rehearsal of Comte‘s theory of fetishism impacts an understanding of Eliot‘s depiction of
fetishism in several ways, all of them having to do with her own maxims about the expression of
sympathy.
First of all Maggie‘s doll cannot properly be called a fetish in Comte‘s terms because it
constitutes a type of open metaphor or pliable figure for anyone who angers her. Describing the
nails that Maggie has pounded into the doll‘s head in imitation of ―Jael destroying Sisera in the
old Bible,‖ Eliot recounts that ―The last nail had been driven in with a fiercer stroke than usual,
for the Fetish on that occasion represented aunt Glegg‖ (31, emphasis added). This fetish
actually functions like the objects that symbolize polytheistic gods, not only because it is a
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representation of a person who exists independently from it, but also because it represents a class
of people who have provoked Maggie to ―vengeance‖ (31). On the most recent ―occasion‖ of
impalement, the fetish stood for aunt Glegg, but the two previous occasions may have involved
other aggressors, particularly given that Maggie applies a ―fiercer stroke‖ than usual when
punishing the representative of aunt Glegg. Why then does Eliot call the doll a fetish? This term
might simply have sounded more satisfyingly primitive than any other. But, more significantly,
Eliot‘s deviation from Comte‘s definition of the fetish mirrors a minor contradiction in his
theory. If fetishism functions through ―analogy‖ and the fetishist‘s ―transfer‖ of her own ―sense
of existence‖ to external objects as a means of explaining their ontology and behavior, then the
fetish has never been just an object inhabited by a deity unique to it. The fetish is also inhabited
by the fetishist‘s self-projection; it is an object capable of metaphorizing both the other and the
self. Human relations in a fetishist culture and state of perception fascinate Eliot most in the
creation of her own little fetishist. Maggie realizes that she can treat other people (like aunt
Glegg) as abstractions, objects upon which she can impose her own projections and desires. But
she also experiences the imposition of others‘ perceptions and values upon her. She is an object
made over by other people as much as a person who turns others into objects of her own design.
In the fetishistic perceptual structure, which regards the other as a version of the self, sympathy
arises after and in response to the colonial violence of widespread self-projection.
Yet sympathy may also represent another kind of violent projection upon others. The
maxims by which Comte‘s positive philosophy operates underline Eliot‘s own problems with
forming maxims about sympathy. As I mentioned above, Comte‘s advocacy of maxims as part
of his project for improving the condition of the human race would seem to put him squarely at
odds with Eliot and her concern with recognizing the ―special circumstances that mark the
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individual lot‖ (The Mill on the Floss 517). Positivist evolution involves the ascendency of the
general over the particular. For Eliot, the achievement of sympathy requires the ascendency of
the particular over the general.139 In The Mill on the Floss, she makes this point in a passage
when the narrating voice picks up on and abstracts Dr. Kenn‘s decision that Maggie‘s
―conscience must not be tampered with‖ because it provides a ―safer guide‖ to navigating her
social ostracism than any generalized judgment: ―All people of broad, strong sense have an
instinctive repugnance to the men of maxims; because such people early discern that the
mysterious complexity of our life is not to be embraced by maxims, and that to lace ourselves up
in formulas of that sort is to repress all the divine promptings and inspirations that spring from
growing insight and sympathy‖ (517, 518).140 This rejection of maxims is, however, a maxim.
The novel‘s advocacy of meeting the ―mysterious complexity‖ of human life not with ―formulas‖
but with ―sympathy‖ makes sympathy formulaic. The maxim that one should attend to the
special case is a fetish in the anthropological sense of being one person‘s (epistemological and
moral) understanding of others projected onto those others.141 That is to say, Eliot‘s narrator
insists upon responding to others with individualized sympathy and assigns this response to
others as a reflection of her own beliefs—at least as long as these others are ―people of broad,
strong sense.‖
Notably, in The Mill on the Floss, sympathy is not doled out with maximum evenhandedness, further linking sympathy to fetishism in the discriminatory nature of their
mechanisms of identification. While the above quotation takes Maggie‘s (and Dr. Kenn‘s) part
against men of maxims who might insist upon the rationality of Maggie either marrying Stephen
Guest or leaving St. Oggs, other expressions of sympathy in the novel embed sharp judgments.
When Tom obstinately refuses to believe in Maggie‘s sexual innocence after she runs away with
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her cousin‘s fiancé, Eliot‘s narrator characteristically cautions the reader, ―Tom, like every one
of us, was imprisoned within the limits of his own nature…If you are inclined to be severe on his
severity, remember that the responsibility of tolerance lies with those who have the wider vision‖
(519-520). Responding to this advice with some pique, N. Katherine Hayles comments, ―the
narrator‘s compassionate vision ensures that Tom and others who cause Maggie grief will have
mercy from the readers; but in the meantime, Maggie has no such mercy from them‖ (26).
Whether or not any character in Eliot‘s corpus gets undiluted mercy is debatable, but Tom
receives rather tepid compassion in being deemed too morally myopic to attain to the
―responsibility of tolerance.‖ In practice, Eliot‘s sympathy, which Joseph Litvak defines as a
―surgically exact ethic of differentiation,‖ often becomes an act of discrimination, separating out
―those [of us, Eliot conspiratorially implies] who have the wider vision‖ and those who derive
(but do not deserve and cannot appreciate) its benefits (―Vulgarity, Stupidity, and Worldliness in
Middlemarch‖ 176). Such differentiation also plays a role in the projective identifications of
anthropological fetishism. Comte hypothesizes that primitive ―Man conceives of all external
bodies as animated by a life analogous to his own, with differences of mere intensity‖ (Martineau
186, emphasis added). The assignment of likeness produces and depends upon the
discrimination of difference. Sympathetic identification, what Eliot calls the ―wide fellowfeeling with all that is human,‖ joins humans but also segregates them into those with and
without fellow-feeling (518).
Ambivalent acts of identification play a role in both Eliot‘s depiction of sympathy and
Comte‘s account of fetishism. While I have been describing sympathetic identification as a
potentially violent projection upon the other, F.R. Leavis, in the epigraph that heads this chapter,
defines Eliot‘s ―immaturity‖ as an equally dangerous type of sympathetic identification that
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impoverishes the integrity of the self. Specifically, the autobiographical components of The Mill
on the Floss annoy Leavis because they erode Eliot‘s usually well-maintained critical distance
from her text and permit ―self-idealization‖ and ―self-pity‖ towards herself as a girl (42). In
short, Eliot over-identifies with Maggie and thereby unwittingly exposes her own ―lack of selfknowledge‖ (43). For the girl, ―immature valuations‖ and an undeveloped ―capacity to make
some essential distinctions‖ are understandable and ―natural,‖ but for George Eliot these failures
are unforgivable:
There is nothing against George Eliot‘s presenting [Maggie‘s] immaturity with tender
sympathy; but we ask, and ought to ask, of a great novelist something more. ‗Sympathy
and understanding‘ is the common formula of praise, but understanding, in any strict
sense, is just what she doesn‘t show. To understand immaturity would be to ‗place‘ it,
with however subtle an implication, by relating it to mature experience. But when
George Eliot touches on these given intensities of Maggie‘s inner life the vibration comes
directly and simply from the novelist, precluding the presence of a maturer intelligence
than Maggie‘s own. (42, 43)
Sympathy dissolves objectivity, but ―understanding‖ strengthens it. Indeed, sympathy would
appear to make the authorial self mushy and prone to dubious mergers while the analytical
epistemology of ―understanding‖ would rigidify the self, keeping Eliot from writing like (and as)
a girl.142
There are, of course, many ways of debunking Leavis‘s claim for Eliot‘s lack of selfknowledge.143 Eliot, for instance, addresses the question of authorial self-knowledge in The
Impressions of Theophrastus Such. Such, the narrator of this long essay collection, postulates in
the opening autobiographical chapter of ―his‖ book that for every person self-knowledge may
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extend only to the recognition that one will never fully know oneself: ―while I carry in myself
the key to other men‘s experience, it is only by observing others that I can so far correct my selfignorance as to arrive at the certainty that I am liable to commit myself unawares, and to
manifest some incompetency which I know no more of than the blind man knows of his image in
the glass‖ (8). ―Self-ignorance‖ constitutes a component of self-knowledge for Eliot, as she
asserts obliquely through Such. Is it then really fair to beat up poor old F.R. Leavis for
recognizing self-ignorance in Eliot without considering that she might have recognized it in
herself, not only in her ―mature‖ fiction but in her earlier works as well? Am I making him into
a fetish? Not simply a silly old critical fetish to ―belabour,‖ but more importantly the fetish that
is a screen onto which one projects oneself or a version of oneself with ―differences of mere
intensity.‖ Pointing out Leavis‘s lack of critical self-knowledge would seem a rather dubious bid
to assert my own critical distance. After all, my reading of Eliot‘s wholesale rejection of maxims
as itself a maxim reeks a bit of the ―Gotcha!‖ variety of ―understanding‖ that Leavis values in
Eliot‘s novels and turns against her. If I am making Leavis into a fetish onto which I can
displace my concerns about blindly committing girlish acts of non-understanding, Eliot employs
a similar strategy in creating various narrators like Such to refract and interrogate the figure of
the author in what Rosmarie Bodenheimer calls Eliot‘s ―fundamental instinct to perform her selfunderstanding through outward projections‖ (267). Yet even externalized acts of selfinvestigation and masking like those Eliot undertakes through her narrators involve the potential
for a blurring of author and narrator or author and the blind object of her critique. Despite its
weaknesses, Leavis‘s reading of The Mill on the Floss tunes into Eliot‘s concern that
identification may entail dissolution, specifically when this identification is made with a girl and
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possibly with herself as a girl.144 In this novel and readings of it, the girl frequently serves as a
trope for over-identification and the erosion of an author‘s self-critical acumen.
The opening chapter of The Mill on the Floss, somewhat differently than the opening
chapter of The Impressions of Theophrastus Such, treats the topic of autobiography not as a
confrontation with the internal other, but as the fascination with an external double. Eliot frames
the entrance into The Mill on the Floss in terms of a vexed authorial identification with Maggie.
The nostalgic narrator appears to be visiting St. Ogg‘s and wending her way up the Ripple river
after a long absence: ―I remember these large dipping willows…I remember the stone bridge…‖
(9). With these incantatory phrases and mysterious ellipses, we arrive at Dorlcote Mill. ―I must
stand a minute or two here on the bridge and look at it,‖ the narrator insists, taking in the house,
the stream, the ducks and trees, a horse-drawn wagon cresting the bridge, and ―the unresting
wheel‖ of the mill before her gaze lights on one final object, a girl also watching the mill‘s
wheel, ―rapt in its movement‖: ―That little girl is watching too: she has been standing on just the
same spot at the edge of the water ever since I paused on the bridge‖ (10-11). Like the narrator‘s
shadow, the little girl, who will be introduced as Maggie in the next chapter, moves and gazes in
tandem with the narrator. Or is the narrator the girl‘s shadow? As James Buzard argues, this
passage ―appears to bring the intrusive figure of Maggie Tulliver into the discourse-space,
threatening to inundate that domain of reflection and to obliterate the narrator‘s separate
consciousness‖ (290). Although Maggie is not exactly clamoring to be let into the narrator‘s
scene of imagination and self-inscription like Catherine Earnshaw clawing at Lockwood‘s
window, I would agree that this scene hollows out a ―pit of overidentification,‖ collapsing, as I
see it, the firm footing from which one can differentiate Maggie, the narrator, and George Eliot
(Buzard 290). Structurally and thematically, this opening chapter announces the novel‘s interest
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in the blurring of self and other, initially depicting this type of collapse occurring between a girl
and a genderless narrator both brought to life by a female author writing under a male name that
she had been virtually forced to reveal to the reading public as pseudonymous while writing The
Mill on the Floss.145 I have been referring to Eliot‘s narrator in this novel with a feminine
pronoun partly because she occupies a somewhat blurry position between the heroine and the
female author, and partly because Eliot in this novel, widely regarded as her most
autobiographical, risks conceding the boundaries of her authorial identity to the story she tells.
Through the narrator and her strange mimetic relationship to Maggie, Eliot raises (and distances
herself from) the question of how much an author can control her identity and her identifications.
Moreover, as the novel unfolds and the narrator‘s embodied appearance in the first chapter
abruptly turns into an incorporeal voice, it becomes easier to conflate narrator and author. ―Eliot,
Interrupted,‖ Buzard‘s term for the controlled ―self-interruption‖ Eliot deploys to insure her ―aim
of a multiperspectival, sympathy-spreading realism,‖ threatens to devolve into a ―girl,
interrupted‖ in The Mill on the Floss: emotionally (and grammatically) passive to any interrupter,
her self in a porous state. The MLA Database, in fact, recognizes the title, ―Eliot, Interrupted,‖
as corresponding to the search terms ―Eliot and girl,‖ I suspect in reference to Susanna Kaysen‘s
autobiographical novel about her struggle to determine whether or not she was mentally ill or
just a girl being punished for bad behavior—a very different portrait of the girl from the one
Buzard paints of the highly self-controlled Eliot.
Sympathetic identification becomes too intimate and too automatic (like the sympathetic
nervous system) in the opening of The Mill on the Floss, blurring the boundaries of the self and
bringing the narrator into confrontation with the girl as both self and other. This is perhaps why
the positioning of the narrator on a bridge—an architectural structure that joins and separates two
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places (and, in this novel, two times)—bespeaks a more measured (dis)connection between
narrator and object, Eliot and Maggie, author and girl. Such defensive separation seems even
more pronounced when the narrator, having commented that it‘s time for the little girl to go
inside, wakes from what appears to have been only a dream:
It is time too for me to leave off resting my arms on the cold stone of this bridge…
Ah, my arms are really benumbed. I have been pressing my elbows on the arms of my
chair and dreaming that I was standing on the bridge in front of Dorlcote Mill as it looked
one February afternoon many years ago. Before I dozed off, I was going to tell you what
Mr. and Mrs. Tulliver were talking about as they sat by the bright fire in the left-hand
parlour on that very afternoon I have been dreaming of. (11)
The ―cold stone of this bridge‖ turns out to be numb arms on the ―arms of [a] chair‖ in which the
narrator has been dozing all along, not actually having returned to St. Ogg‘s in the flesh. The
dream ends, and reality is re-established—except that the narrator‘s attempt to extract herself
from an identification with the girl looks so patently unrealistic. It was only a dream?! Not to
mention that the moment the narrator was on the point of recounting the Tulliver‘s conversation
is not represented in her narration and would have to have occurred outside the available text of
the novel. This dream sequence is so poorly-crafted that it seems well-crafted, designed to be
found out. Mary Ann O‘Farrell‘s comments about Eliot‘s self-interruptions in Middlemarch
would apply equally well here: ―the spontaneity of the interruption—persistent through drafts
and printings—is too apparently the end of deliberation and rehearsal‖ (157). Neither simply
interrupted nor interrupting, Eliot uses the girl to figure an interruption in the narrator‘s (and
possibly her own) attempt to distance herself from the text—interference that may be carefully
staged but that is no less unsettling for being so. Notably, the narrator attributes her awakening
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to the disorienting experience of her arms going to sleep. In a type of reverse-catachresis, human
arms turn into objects—furniture and architecture—alienated from the body and one‘s sense of
self. It is as if the narrator leaves a piece of herself behind in St. Ogg‘s with Maggie. The
narrator‘s awakening may represent a return to herself and to ―proper‖ self-identification, but this
return to self is just as self-estranging as her identification with Maggie.
One way to assert control over moments of self-estranging identification is to emphasize
the object-status of the object of identification. Eliot deploys such a tactic in a late scene from
The Mill on the Floss in which an arm creates a bridge to the novel‘s opening chapter, repeating
its defensive separation of the narrator from the girl. Stephen Guest, stealing a moment alone
with Maggie at the ball his sisters throw, finds himself overcome by the beauty of Maggie‘s arm,
and ―he darted towards the arm, and showered kisses on it, clasping the wrist‖ (460). Yet, quite
weirdly, before Stephen can make this sexual overture, Eliot shoves him to one side for a few
sentences so she can properly stage Maggie‘s appeal. As Margaret Homans notes, ―the narrative
fetishizes Maggie‘s arm on Stephen‘s behalf‖ (175):
Who has not felt the beauty of a woman‘s arm?—the unspeakable suggestions of
tenderness that lie in the dimpled elbow and all the varied gently lessening curves down
to the delicate wrist with its tiniest, almost imperceptible nicks in the firm softness. A
woman‘s arm touched the soul of a great sculptor two thousand years ago, so that he
wrought an image of it for the Parthenon which moves us still as it clasps lovingly the
time-worn marble of a headless trunk. Maggie‘s was such an arm as that—and it had the
warm tints of life. (460)
For a moment, Maggie‘s arm does not belong to her. It is a fetish in the sexual sense: a titillating
part with a sum total that exceeds the value of the whole person. Eliot loads this arm with erotic
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―suggestions‖ and classical allusions that partially divorce it from Maggie, much as the narrator‘s
arms attach and detach her from an immersion in Maggie and her story. Halting Stephen‘s horny
mad dash allows Eliot to raise the tone of this scene, injecting it with some of the ―essential τι
μέγεθος,‖ or magnitude, that Eliot elsewhere claims Maggie‘s story lacks in order to qualify it as
a tragedy in Aristotle‘s terms (108). Yet these sophisticated hydraulics also lower the scene, and
Maggie along with it, positioning the episode as wanting dignity. Eliot likens Maggie to Greek
statuary, specifically the ―time-worn marble of a headless trunk,‖ illuminating the special status
of this provincial girl but also implying that she has lost her head and along with it the
intellectual promise of her girlhood. Reduced to a ―headless trunk,‖ Maggie resembles nothing
so much as her much-abused childhood fetish, fashioned from the ―trunk of a large wooden doll‖
(31, emphasis added). In a blunt analogy, the fetish doll is to Maggie as Maggie is to Eliot: an
object of abuse and identification.
Of course, Eliot and, in a simpler fashion, Stephen direct fetishistic reverence at Maggie,
but Maggie loses the gravity of her childhood primitivism and her classicist makeover as a
―wounded war-goddess‖ through her provincial love affair with the unctuous Stephen Guest,
―whose diamond ring, attar of roses, and air of nonchalant leisure at twelve o‘clock in the day are
the graceful and odoriferous result of the largest oil-mill and the most extensive wharf in St.
Oggs‖ (460, 378). The romantic interlude inspired by Maggie‘s arm, which takes place in a
conservatory, radiates the hothouse feel of what Bodenheimer describes as the novel‘s potential
to turn into a ―potboiler romance in which the handsome hero, overcome by passion for the
young girl, sweeps her away against her will and continues to worship her in marriage‖ (147).
Though Maggie does not fall into this particularly steamy marriage plot, she does fall in some
readers‘ estimations, and apparently her author‘s as well, for falling in love with Stephen Guest,
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whom Leslie Stephen famously describes as ―a mere hairdresser‘s block‖ (104). Elaborating
upon Maggie‘s gratification by Stephen‘s attentions, particularly the retrieval of a footstool for
her, Eliot comments ―these things will summon a little of the too ready, traitorous tenderness into
a woman‘s eyes, compelled as she is in her girlish time to learn her life-lessons in a trivial
language‖ (436). However accurate about Maggie‘s state of flattery under Stephen‘s gaze,
however sympathetic to the circumscription and devaluation of girls‘ development, this
assessment trivializes the complexity of the lessons Maggie absorbs and the occupations she
pursues in her ―girlish time‖: creating stories for earwigs and other ―live things‖ to tell Lucy;
mentally completing Walter Scott‘s novel, The Pirate; doggedly studying Latin, geometry, and
(if misguidedly) Thomas à Kempis; and reading enough with Philip to keep her academically in
advance of Lucy even though she has to leave their boarding school prematurely (106). But this
is the elaboration of an old complaint about The Mill on the Floss. Many early feminist
interpretations of The Mill on the Floss expressed frustration with Maggie‘s arrested
development, emotional neediness, and silliness in love, reading her as a bad copy of George
Eliot.146 Despite Maggie‘s resemblances to Eliot—intellectual potential choked by provincial
life, obsessive love for a brother, compensatory religious devotion, writing her own ending to
one of Scott‘s novels, an adulterous flight with a man over a body of water—Maggie does not
leave St. Ogg‘s or become a famous writer.147 Her story, Virginia Woolf argues, ―is the
incomplete version of the story of George Eliot herself‖ (176).
Writing a truncated version of oneself is a remarkably masochistic act—particularly if
viewed from a perspective that values the achievements of George Eliot‘s artistic and personal
life. Some critics regard Eliot‘s creation of a pseudo-autobiographical heroine as a gesture of
repentance for pursuing an unconventional life apart from her family, while others treat Maggie‘s

188
story, and particularly her death, as an act of defiance, a murder of the past that was necessary
for Eliot to survive and continue writing.148 Yet the most persuasive discussions of the
autobiographical component in The Mill on the Floss and Eliot‘s other works focus, I believe,
not solely on one-to-one correspondences between author and character but on Eliot‘s pervasive
anxiety, expressed in both letters and literary works, about aggression in herself and others—
aggression that threatens to unravel the sympathy-establishing project explicitly laid out in her
novels. In ―Aggression and Providential Death in George Eliot‘s Fiction,‖ Carol Christ argues
that ―[r]eaders of George Eliot have rightly emphasized the value that she places upon
compassion, but they have seldom recognized that this value reflects a deep preoccupation with
and fear of aggression‖ (139). By providentially killing off the people who excite her heroines‘
and heroes‘ rage, Eliot, in Christ‘s assessment, curtails their opportunity to act upon their
aggression and avoids testing their self-sacrificing resolve to repress their anger for the benefit of
others. In The Mill on the Floss, however, Maggie dies along with her brother Tom, who has
been the cause of much outrage as well as an object of affection. Aggression appears to rebound
onto her. The same might be said of Eliot, who in prohibiting her characters‘ aggression and
murderously removing its cause, effectively accrues this aggression to and turns it back upon
herself. Maggie‘s upbraiding of Tom when he forbids her to meet with Philip Wakem pointedly
resembles Eliot‘s later critique of his moral myopia, which we have already examined: ―You
have been reproaching other people all your life—you have been always sure you yourself are
right: it is because you have not a mind large enough to see that there is anything better than your
own conduct and your own petty aims‖ (360). Eliot similarly joins hands with Maggie during
the novel‘s concluding flood by forcing Tom, in response to his sister‘s final act of love, to
―recognize an entirely new revelation to his spirit, of the depths in life, that had lain beyond his
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vision which he had fancied so keen and clear‖ (541). Maggie‘s feat of physical bravery and
compassion in rowing up the flooded Ripple to save Tom also punishes him by granting him
sympathy.149 He sees (too late) how much he has hurt and underestimated his sister. Sympathy
here originates from an act of aggression—not just the external aggression directed at Tom by
Maggie and Eliot, but also the aggression that Tom has repeatedly expressed toward Maggie
over the course of their lives and can only now exchange for understanding. More than once in
The Mill on the Floss Eliot will delineate sympathy as springing from aggression. And in her
murder of Maggie—the truncated version of her self-image—she suggests that the aggression
that generates sympathy is also bound to and directed at the self. I will flesh out this latter point
in my reading of Maggie‘s childhood fetishism, but before proceeding to this scene, it feels vital
to ask how a structure that seems so specific to George Eliot‘s intellectual project and perhaps
psychology could be said to tell us anything more generally about the figure of the girl in the
nineteenth-century British novel.
Maggie is a very particular type of girl—the intellectually curious tomboy—so
socialization into femininity often causes her aggression. Her spectacular beating of the fetish is
precipitated by Mrs. Tulliver‘s refusal to allow her to ride out to meet Tom because she judges it
―too wet…for a little girl to go out in her best bonnet‖ (30). Eliot puts Maggie‘s rage and
frustration in perspective by setting Maggie in contrast to her cousin Lucy and Lucy‘s ideal
feminine behavior. The tidy, blonde, and compliant Lucy ―always did what she was desired to
do‖ (99). It is from Lucy‘s well-mannered point of view that we see Maggie struggling with the
sartorial constraints of being a girl: ―she looked with wondering pity at Maggie, pouting and
writhing under the exasperating tucker‖ (92). Maggie‘s irritability and aggression may seem
endemic to a specific kind of little girl rather than characteristic of a wide-spread aggression in
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human beings or, for that matter, in other little girls. Yet even ―poor little pink-and-white Lucy‖
possesses the capacity for rage and vengeance. When Maggie shoves Lucy into the mud in
response to Tom‘s exclusion of her from his adventures with Lucy, Eliot writes that Lucy ―could
never have guessed what she had done to make Maggie angry with her. But she felt that Maggie
was very unkind and disagreeable, and made no magnanimous entreaties to Tom that he would
not ‗tell‘‖ (109). Lucy‘s passive willingness for Maggie to be punished may look cute by virtue
of the childish scale of its drama, but it also resembles the (a)cute punitive behavior of Dickens‘s
good little women. The cultural ideology that for at least the past 200 years has positioned the
girl as the least aggressive—or, at her worst, the most adorably threatening—type of human
being gives Eliot an excellent because unexpected identity position through which to investigate
the pervasive impact of aggression in shaping social relations and one‘s sense of self.
Additionally, to speak of George Eliot‘s published works as exemplifying only her specific
psychological relation to aggression presents problems of reference and syntax, since George
Eliot is also Mary Ann Evans, Marian Evans, Marian Evans Lewes, and to some extent Maggie,
a name with a noticeable orthographical relation to Marian/Mary Ann. Eliot‘s many names
announce a splitting of the self that also plays a central role in the aggressive identifications
Maggie makes with the aid of her fetish doll.
Eliot, like Comte, portrays the fetish as an outward projection of the self, but somewhat
differently, she also conceptualizes the fetish as an object of identification that facilitates a twoway exchange between the self and the external world. The fetishist, in Eliot‘s depiction, is
internally and psychically shaped by her interactions with external others. This is why I will be
turning in my reading of Maggie‘s fetishism to psychoanalytic terminology, which began to
emerge in the late nineteenth century out of new scientific study and older philosophical
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discourses, many of the latter from the German intellectual tradition in which both Eliot and
Freud were steeped. Eliot does not deploy the fetish in its ―proper‖ psychoanalytic sense any
more than she follows a precise anthropological rendering of fetishism. Maggie‘s aggressive
treatment of her fetish doll involves a shift from a sadistic to a masochistic aim, and to the extent
that her behavior could be termed a self-directed exorcism, she also shifts the object of her
expulsive efforts over the course of the scene from her anger to her self. While fetishism,
sadism, and masochism are all perversions that can be linked (particularly in the case of
fetishism) to very rigid identity formations, this scene depicts the fetish as a tool both for forging
identifications that blur the borders of the self and for potentially achieving the annihilation of
the self altogether.150 However, masochism, the self-lacerating perversion that comes closest to
carrying out the aims of the death instinct, as Freud writes, ―has the significance of an erotic
component,‖ and therefore ―even the subject‘s destruction of himself cannot take place without
libidinal satisfaction‖ (―The Economic Problem of Masochism‖ 170).151 Indeed, Maggie‘s
interactions with her fetish could be called reassuringly autoerotic rather than threateningly selfcancelling. She certainly oscillates between destroying and enjoying herself in her play with the
doll. These subtle re-positionings I have been describing are easier to spot in context rather than
in small extracts, so I will quote the scene nearly in its entirety before beginning a lengthier
analysis. Fleeing her mother‘s attempts to curl her hair, Maggie takes refuge in the attic of her
home.
This attic was Maggie‘s favourite retreat…here she fretted out all her ill-humours…and
here she kept a Fetish which she punished for all her misfortunes. This was the trunk of a
large wooden doll, which once stared with the roundest of eyes above the reddest of
cheeks, but was now entirely defaced by a long career of vicarious suffering. Three nails
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driven into the head commemorated as many crises in Maggie‘s nine years of earthly
struggle; that luxury of vengeance having been suggested to her by the picture of Jael
destroying Sisera in the old Bible. The last nail had been driven in with a fiercer stroke
than usual, for the Fetish on that occasion represented aunt Glegg. But immediately
afterwards Maggie had reflected that if she drove many nails in, she would not be so well
able to fancy that the head was hurt when she knocked it against the wall, nor to comfort
it, and make believe to poultice it when her fury was abated; for even aunt Glegg would
be pitiable when she had been hurt very much, and thoroughly humiliated, so as to beg
her niece‘s pardon. Since then, she had driven no more nails in, but had soothed herself
by alternately grinding and beating the wooden head against the rough brick of the great
chimneys…That was what she did this morning on reaching the attic, sobbing all the
while with a passion that expelled every other form of consciousness—even the memory
of the grievance that had caused it. (31-32)
The fetish that Maggie creates for herself, as Eliot explicitly says, is representational, a human
effigy that can substitute for any number of aggressors, quite effectively because, it is ―entirely
defaced.‖ Yet this doll importantly represents not just Maggie‘s aggressors but Maggie herself
as a sufferer. In relation to the doll, she can master the aggressor, but also, more complexly, she
can aggress herself.
Beginning with the perhaps easier to spot external aim of Maggie‘s aggression, we hear
that the fetish is ―punished for all of her misfortunes.‖ Like the primitive fetishist that Freud
conjures in Civilization and its Discontents, Maggie could be said to ―throw the blame on‖ her
fetish instead of herself for any misfortune or punishment that has befallen her, escaping or not
even conceiving any feelings of culpability or guilt. However, as a representation of Maggie, the
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fetish might also be punished as the image of Maggie‘s naughty and misfit self. This selfconsciously masochistic intent seems the weaker interpretation given the detailed tortures
Maggie images for and to some extent enacts upon aunt Glegg in this passage. Maggie‘s
indulgence in a ―luxury of vengeance‖ explicitly stages a sadistic scenario in which the fetish
represents and makes available for punishment the people who cause her ―misfortunes.‖ Yet
Eliot insistently reframes the function of this fetish, also describing it as having endured ―a long
career of vicarious suffering.‖ The term ―vicarious‖ makes the particular assignments of
suffering in this scene tricky to read, since ―vicarious‖ designates substitution as well as an event
or emotion ―experienced in the imagination through another person.‖152 As Maggie‘s substitute,
the doll may suffer instead of her. Alternatively, it may be regarded as suffering along with her
rather than serving as a external receptacle for her pain. If the doll represents one of Maggie‘s
aggressors and not (just) Maggie, this ―vicarious suffering‖ names mutually experienced pain.
Even if Maggie aims to displace all of her own suffering onto the aggressor, the scenario
produces a shared, if not simultaneous, experience. So is Maggie ultimately a sadist or a
masochist? And what does sadomasochism enacted with the aid of a fetish have to do with
sympathy?
Never shy to insist that aggression is a more primal human emotion than socialized and
socializing emotions such as pity and sympathy, Freud nonetheless evinced some hesitation (not
unlike Eliot) in his narratives accounting for the direction in which aggression is originally
aimed: at others or at the self. In ―Instincts and their Vicissitudes‖ (1915), Freud would posit
sadism as the primary form of aggression, a thesis revised by the theorization of ―primary
masochism‖ in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920) and ―The Economic Problem of
Masochism‖ (1924). The sadistic child in ―Instincts and their Vicissitudes‖ does not initially
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take pleasure in inflicting pains upon others. Sadistic pleasure only becomes available through a
masochistic identification with the person whom the child aims to ―humiliate and master‖:
―When once feeling pains has become a masochistic aim, the sadistic aim of causing pains can
arise also, retrogressively; for while these pains are being inflicted on other people, they are
enjoyed masochistically by the subject through his identification of himself with the suffering
object‖ (128-129). As Jean Laplanche points out in Life and Death in Psychoanalysis, this
assertion actually begins to deconstruct the notion that the outwardly-directed aggression of
sadism is prior to the inwardly-directed aggression of masochism: ―The masochistic fantasy is
fundamental, whereas the sadistic fantasy implies an identification with the suffering object; it is
within the suffering position that the enjoyment lies‖ (91). In other words, in order to identify
with the position occupied by the suffering object and the enjoyment to be found there, the
sadistic subject would have to have prior experience of both. Thus masochistic pleasure is
primary. Consequently, I would add, an absolute distinction between the sadist and masochist
cannot hold if the sadist derives pleasure from her identification with suffering others as versions
of herself.153
Maggie could be said to identify with aunt Glegg in the fetish scene insofar as she aims to
―comfort‖ herself through her abuse and subsequent ablution of aunt Glegg-as-fetish. She
tortures the doll in direct response to her own feelings of persecution, re-enacting her emotional
torture at the hands of various adults. This ritual requires not only that the aggressor be
―thoroughly humiliated‖ but also that she be pardoned and her pain assuaged, the latter step
indicating Maggie‘s longing that her adult aggressors would give her the satisfaction of ceasing
their punishments of her. Battering the fetish as an image of self and other with the object of
soothing it would make Maggie a sadist, or at least a mediated masochist, rather than a true
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masochist, who, as Laplanche argues, ―suffers in order to derive enjoyment and not only in order
to be able to derive enjoyment (or pay the ‗tax‘ for enjoyment) (104). However, Maggie also
appears to take pleasure in pain itself. When she returns to the attic, miserable after Tom scolds
her for letting his rabbits die, Eliot recounts that she ―sobbed aloud, finding a wretched pleasure
in the hollow resonance that came through the long empty space of the attic‖ (40, emphasis
added). And our initial glimpse of Maggie‘s fetishism concludes with a very ambivalent
instance of suffering being ―soothed.‖ Maggie switches from driving nails into the fetish‘s head
to what could hardly be called ―less violent methods of punishment‖154 in ―grinding and beating‖
the fetish‘s head against the brick wall: ―sobbing all the while with a passion that expelled every
other form of consciousness—even the memory of the grievance that had caused it.‖ On a basic
level, this is an image of catharsis: violent destructiveness that expels anti-social rage. While
Maggie may indeed use these tactics to get over her anger and to forget ―the grievance that had
caused it,‖ she simultaneously comes close to getting over herself entirely, expelling
―consciousness‖ through passion. Like the narrator in the opening chapter of The Mill on the
Floss, Maggie does return to herself, but not in a completely reassuring fashion. The repetitive
mechanical force of ―grinding and beating‖ nearly rubs the self out in an ecstatic moment of
masochism tipping into the eroticized death instinct.
Maggie‘s structural relationship to the fetish doll prefigures the relationship to self and
others she will develop in her teenaged years through what Eliot refers to as her ―ekstasis or
outside standing-ground‖ (304). Reading a copy of Thomas à Kempis‘s The Imitation of Christ
given to her by Bob Jankin, Maggie ―for the first time…saw the possibility of shifting the
position from which she looked at the gratification of her own desires, of taking a stand outside
herself, and looking at her own life as an insignificant part of a divinely guided whole‖ (302).
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Ekstasis reliably locates the self outside of itself and in relation to itself as one part of the
―whole‖ intricately-related web of human relations. Analyzing Maggie‘s discovery, Eliot writes,
―Some have an emphatic belief in alcohol, and seek their ekstasis or outside standing-ground in
gin, but the rest require something that good society calls enthusiasm…something, clearly, that
lies outside personal desires, that includes resignation for ourselves and active love for what is
not ourselves. (304) This is also, of course, a formula for sympathy: we must step outside of
ourselves to recognize others who are ―not ourselves‖ as people with equal claims to pity, love,
and the pursuit of their own desires—or, as Eliot puts it in Middlemarch, we must recognize that
others possess ―an equivalent center of self‖ (211). That sympathy requires accepting
―resignation for ourselves‖ indicates that we are not initially inclined to renounce our desires,
that in fact we would aggressively defend them and aggressively resist any maxim issuing from
others who would correct our conduct. Certainly Maggie resists such maxims as a little girl. Her
violence towards the fetish-as-other underlines the primordial status of aggression in relation to
the secondary formation of sympathy. But in making the fetish a representation of her aggrieved
and suffering self as well as external aggressors, Maggie disrupts the possibility of locating such
a thing as a reliable ―outside standing-ground.‖ Ekstasis blurs with the overwhelming and selfshattering force of ecstasy when it becomes impossible to determine whether Maggie takes
pleasure in destroying herself or others.155 This is precisely why I am calling the fetish scene a
primal scene of sympathy in Eliot‘s novels. Out of the confusion of self and other and of
aggression and comfort, emerges the imperative to sympathy.
It would be easy to imagine Eliot as resistant to the idea that sympathy takes shape
through structures of aggression rather than as a simple reaction against them. Thomas à
Kempis‘s ―voice from the past‖ calls out to Maggie as if in direct response to (in fact two
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paragraphs after) Maggie‘s horror at the violence of her own aggressive feelings: ―She rebelled
against her lot, she fainted under its loneliness, and fits even of anger and hatred towards her
father and mother who were so unlike what she would have them to be…would flow out over her
affections and conscience like a lava stream and frighten her with the sense that it was not
difficult for her to become a demon‖ (299). ―Anger and hatred‖ figure as a ―lava stream,‖
identical in source with Maggie‘s ―affections and conscience‖ but distinguishable in substance,
producing clearly stratified sedimentary layers of emotion. A few years before these angst-y
teenaged meditations, however, sympathy and aggression cannot be so clearly distinguished. At
nine-years-old, Maggie self-consciously changes her methods of torturing aunt-Glegg-as-fetish
in order to keep imagining that she is hurt and can be soothed. This carefully modulated
aggression makes pity possible and facilitates sadistic mastery: ―even aunt Glegg would be
pitiable when she had been hurt very much, and thoroughly humiliated, so as to beg her niece‘s
pardon.‖ Janice Carlisle notices a similar sadomasochistic pattern in Maggie‘s teenaged years,
commenting, ―When Maggie thinks that her family‘s misfortunes offer a ‗larger room for her
love to flow in‘ (226) than their times of prosperity and concord, she is giving way to a desire
that others should feel pain so that she will have an opportunity to assuage it‖ (192).156 To the
extent that Maggie identifies herself with the abused victim of an aggressor or with a family unit
that suffers together, she achieves a masochistic aim as well as a sympathetic connection.
Throughout this chapter, I have been trying to illustrate precisely how slippery the
structure of identification is in Eliot‘s novels, specifically as the mechanism of sympathy. Is
sympathy a projection of the self upon the other, an effectual blocking out of the other? Is it an
appropriative identification with the other‘s pain for one‘s own pleasure? Or is it a legitimate
experience of fellow feeling? No matter what the answer, that sympathy shares its central
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mechanism—identification—with sadism pinpoints a violence at the heart of sympathy—
whether of projective imposition or violent incorporation. As Diana Fuss argues, ―read
psychoanalytically, every identification involves a degree of symbolic violence, a measure of
temporary mastery and possession…killing off the other in fantasy in order to usurp the other‘s
place, the place where the subject desires to be‖ (9).157 Philip Wakem, the second most popular
author surrogate in The Mill on the Foss, bears out this murderous component of identification.
Writing a letter of forgiveness to Maggie, he provides a definition of sympathy and the
aggressive identifications that haunt it, describing sympathy as ―that enlarged life that grows and
grows by appropriating the life of others‖ (523 emphasis added).
Obviously the difficulty of achieving a form of sympathy that avoids either aggression
towards others or self-centered aims can affect anyone. But I want to turn more pointedly now to
exploring how the girl short-circuits sympathy‘s sociality in Eliot‘s novel and Victorian culture
more generally. Maggie, as we have seen, appears at a number of sites in The Mill on the Floss
where sympathy takes on an aggressive edge and identification produces alienation or fails to
generate compassionate responses towards others. This breakdown of sympathy was a troubling
image for some readers in a century when women were associated with the caring-emotions:
nurture, comfort, love, sympathy and self-abnegation. Questioning ―whether such a generous
girl as Maggie would have fallen in love with Stephen at all,‖ nineteenth-century novelist Dinah
Mulock suggested that ―if his passion won anything from her, it would have been the half-angry
half-sorrowful disdain which a high-minded woman could not help feeling towards a man who
forgot duty and honour in selfish love‖ (Critical Heritage 159). Several other reviewers vexed
by Maggie‘s attraction to Stephen also protested that ―faith and honor‖ should have prevented ―a
large-hearted girl [from] yield[ing] up all her noblest scruples, her tenderest sympathies‖
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(Critical Heritage 130, 150). Specifically feminine sympathies were supposed to have prevented
Maggie from selfishness and impulsive behavior that hurts others. As Rachel Ablow argues in
The Marriage of Minds: Reading Sympathy in the Victorian Marriage Plot, sympathy moved out
of the public sphere at the end of the eighteenth century and took up residence in the domestic
sphere, which was shaped by ideologies of what constituted the most salubrious feminine traits
and influences.158 Nineteenth-century conduct books like Marianne Farningham‘s Girlhood
explicitly encouraged girls to regard their home rather than ―company‖ as the place where their
sympathy would be most important and most seriously tested:
Dear young friends, whatever you do, let the bright side of your character be ever
uppermost at home. There let there be no heedless wounding words, no selfishness, no
neglecting others, no sacrificing the good opinion of father, mother, brothers, or sisters, to
that of the world.
There should be only tenderness, forbearance, sympathy there. There should be love,
and self-denial, and thought for others. (13-14)
The necessity of instructing girls on the importance of self-denial and on how to maintain
sympathetic relations to their families does, however, somewhat undermine the notion of a
woman‘s natural instinct for nurturing sociality.
Before becoming marriageable women, girls were disrupting and reimagining the
sympathetic relation to others that was supposed to lead them into proper femininity and a
―marriage of minds.‖ It was not only Maggie Tulliver, described by one contemporary reviewer
as ―indulging in an unnatural ferocity towards her doll,‖ who expressed aggression and the desire
to control other people through a doll (Critical Heritage 134). This quintessential girl‘s toy, as
Deborah Gorham explains in The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal, was designed to help

200
girls ―rehearse their future maternal role‖ and ―provided an opportunity for their young owners to
learn needlework,‖ skills that may have given women some autonomy and capacity for
governance but that were also considered appropriately passive, feminine, and service-oriented
(76). In Gorham‘s study, however, one Victorian woman, Helen Corke, who published an
autobiography of her late nineteenth-century girlhood, records her memory of using dolls for the
anti-social purpose of dominating others: ―I was always the mother of my dolls when the play
was social—yet when daydreaming or inventing situations alone…my part was that of the
husband and the father‖ (196). In her play with dolls, Corke recognizes the difference between
the feminine sociality expected of her in the ―public‖ spaces of the domestic sphere and the very
private space of her mind where she chose to imagine herself into the role of the ultimate
authority figures in her culture: the husband or father who was culturally understood as relating
to others socially in the public sphere through competition and domination. Dolls, then, were as
likely to facilitate aggression and to aid fantasies girls recognized as prohibited as they were to
make girls into caring mothers and dutiful wives. Sharon Marcus makes a similar point in
Between Women: Friendship, Desire, and Marriage in Victorian England.159 Arguing against
entrenched nineteenth and twentieth-century feminist notions of dolls as a ―metaphor for
women‘s status as inferior playthings‖ and ―deadening influences that teach girls to be
dependent, passive, and constrained,‖ she points out girls‘ frequently aggressive and eroticized
relationships to these toys as depicted in nineteenth-century doll fiction written for girls (Marcus
158). In an important parallel to the ―grown-up‖ fiction of George Eliot, the most explicitly
stated goal of doll stories was cultivating sympathy: ―Dolls were an apt subject for children‘s
literature because, like fiction itself, they were amusements justified by their ability to teach
sympathy‖ (158). Before writing a scrap of fiction, Eliot famously claimed, ―The greatest
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benefit we owe to the artist, whether painter, poet, or novelist, is the extension of our
sympathies‖ (110). Yet her fictional art, similarly to the doll fiction that Marcus examines, does
not always depict sympathy as desirable or possible to extend.
Maggie‘s fetish is not the only doll she uses to imaginatively readjust her relationship to
others. A few days before she flies into the rage that occasions Eliot‘s dissection of the fetish‘s
function, Maggie takes up a different, slightly less battered doll to comfort herself when her
reading skills unnerve her father and fail to win the respect of his friend, Mr. Riley. Mr.
Tulliver, ―uncomfortable‖ with his daughter‘s ―free remarks on the personal appearance‖ of the
devil in her commentary upon Defoe‘s History of the Devil and Bunyan‘s Pilgrim’s Progress,
banishes the little girl whom he deems appealingly but dangerously ―‗cute‖ to the feminine
domestic realm of her mother: ―It is as I thought—the child ‗ull learn more mischief nor good
wi‘ the books. Go—go and see after your mother‖ (22). Maggie responds by ―shut[ting] up the
book at once, with a sense of disgrace, but not being inclined to see after her mother, she
compromised the matter by going into a dark corner behind her father‘s chair and nursing her
doll, towards which she had an occasional fit of fondness in Tom‘s absence, neglecting its
toilette, but lavishing so many warm kisses on it that the waxen cheeks had a wasted unhealthy
appearance‖ (22). As the fetish doll will later, this doll represents more than one person. It
substitutes for Tom, testifying to the violent possessiveness of true love, and it allows Maggie to
comfort herself, soothing her oft-denied desire for others ―to think well of her understanding‖
(33). If anything resembling sympathy arises in this scene, it is Maggie‘s sympathy with herself
and with the priority of her own desire to be praised and encouraged for her intelligence. But
this desire is persistently curbed by Maggie‘s impressments into proper models of feminine
behavior and development—or, more properly speaking, non-development. As Susan Fraiman
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has importantly argued about The Mill on the Floss and other eighteenth and nineteenth-century
novels focusing on female protagonists and their enculturation into adulthood, ―development
itself, especially for girls, may be a controversial plot,‖ full of barriers, prohibitions, and deadends that make growing up a process of curtailment (47). Looking at his daughter and seeing
potential wasted on a girl (rather than a girl whose potential may be wasted) Mr. Tulliver
suppresses the ―exultation‖ he feels in Maggie‘s smartness, and her smartness itself, by sending
Maggie off to her mother and proper femininity. The apparently innocuous doll, however, could
provide at least some girls with an outlet for aggression and an imaginative refuge from the
realities of socialized gender.
Mr. Tulliver‘s reproof of his daughter is hardly the last admonishment directed at Maggie
and intended to eradicate or repress her anger, impulsiveness, and self-assurance. She hears
―Don‘t be a spitfire,‖ ―you‘re too rough little miss,‖ ―you‘re only a girl,‖ ―Be quiet, Maggie,‖
―she‘s beyond everything for boldness and unthankfulness,‖ ―you have no judgment and no selfcommand,‖ ―what is to become of you, if you‘re so naughty?‖ and ―Folks ‗ull think it‘s a
judgment on me as I‘ve got such a child—they‘ll think I‘ve done summat wicked‖ (37, 100, 39,
224, 227, 408, 31). These last two comments come from her mother when Maggie, still enraged
about being prohibited from going out in the rain to meet Tom ―dip[s] her heard in a basin of
water…in the vindictive determination that there should be no more chance of curls that day‖
(31). This act of vengeance, which causes Maggie‘s flight to her fetish, defies the specifically
feminine constraints Mrs. Tulliver imposes upon her daughter. Because Eliot spends so much
time detailing Maggie‘s aggression towards her aunt Glegg, it is easy to forget that when we see
Maggie grinding and beating her fetish, it represents her mother who has just chastised
Maggie—and more broadly the feminine world of obedience and self-restraint and its calculus of
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deservingness with which Mrs. Tulliver threatens her daughter: ―I‘ll tell your aunt Glegg and
your aunt Pullet when they come next week, and they‘ll never love you anymore‖ (31). Here,
then, might be a good place to recall Freud‘s concluding remarks in ―The Economic Problem of
Masochism‖: ―The turning back of sadism against the self regularly occurs where a cultural
suppression of the instincts holds back a large part of the subject‘s destructive instinctual
components from being exercised in life‖ (170). As a girl from a middle-class clan intent upon
maintaining family custom and dignity, Maggie is subject to many types of cultural suppressions,
especially including those expressed by her family members. Though she shows little explicit
respect for the Dodson family values regarding female comportment, Maggie‘s abuse of the
fetish as an image of (m)other and self in response to her mother‘s chastisements suggests that
this censure does touch her, producing aggression but also wearing her down to the point of selfcensure.
The consequence of Maggie‘s naughtiness, according to Mrs. Tulliver will be the loss of
her aunt Glegg‘s and aunt Pullet‘s love—and by extension her mother‘s love. Mrs. Tulliver,
after all, forms part of the Dodson sister unit and uses the force of this combined front to correct
her daughter. ―Fear of loss of love‖ from an authority figure like a parent leads, in Freud‘s
theorization of the superego, to a ―renunciation of instinctual satisfactions‖ and a nascent form of
conscience that causes a child to behave in the presence of that authority so as not to lose her or
his love (Civilization and Its Discontents 85, 89). This is where Eliot‘s adaptation of the fetish
into an object capable of representing and condensing self and other differs from Freud‘s casual
dismissal of the fetish in Civilization and Its Discontents as a primitive and psychically external
object through which one can relieve her frustration with ill-luck. Eliot‘s imagination of the
fetish as a means to identify with and master another person actually prefigures Freud‘s
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rendering of the superego as an introjected representation of the external authority combined
with the child‘s own psychic structure. Leo Bersani narrates the complex directionality of this
event in psychic development in the following terms: ―The superego is the child endowed with
the father‘s authority and with the child‘s aggressiveness against that authority; and this monster
of moralized violence unreservedly attacks its own double—the child‘s ego as the father—with
all the violence perhaps originally projected onto the real father (and which may indeed have
been nothing more from the very start than the ‗real‘ scenario necessary in order for the child to
replicate it as a psychic scene)‖ (22). Pausing to note the intense sadomasochism of the
superego‘s workings—in which part of the ego punishes the rest of the ego as a separate object—
I want to stick with the ―‗real‘ scenario‖ and its external authority figure for a moment.
Although Freud repeatedly refers to the father, and sometimes to the corporate entity of the
parents, as the instantiation of external authority, Maggie introjects a tribe of women through her
aggressive play with the fetish. The Dodson aunts, at least in their limited social circle, embody
mastery and obscene enjoyment, qualities that I want to argue are part of their legacy to Maggie.
On the surface, aunts Glegg, Pullet, and Deane are models of self-management, social
responsibility, and abstemiousness, but hypochondria, hoarding, and obsessive-compulsive
cleanliness allow them to impose themselves, their rules, and their forms of enjoyment upon
others, including their husbands. In Comte‘s sense, they fetishistically shape their world in
sympathy with their own desires, retaining the kind of willful behavior that Maggie exhibits as a
little girl. Maggie‘s aggressive identifications with aunt Glegg and her mother show a little girl
beginning to submit to feminine obedience, but the very fact that Maggie treats these women as
authority figures and powerful aggressors to imitate undoes any simple notion that they model
only submissive and self-abnegating womanhood for her.
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Maggie no doubt does become, with the help of Thomas à Kempis, enthusiastic about
renunciation and selfless dedication to her family after her father‘s bankruptcy, but Eliot quite
bluntly deems these acts self-pleasuring. When Maggie sits reading Kempis for the first time
―forming plans of self-humiliation and entire devotedness,‖ Eliot correctively comments, ―[I]n
the ardour of first discovery, renunciation seemed to her the entrance into that satisfaction which
she had so long been craving in vain. She had not perceived…the inmost truth of the old monk‘s
outpourings, that renunciation remains sorrow, though a sorrow borne willingly. Maggie was
still panting for happiness, and was in ecstasy because she had found the key to it‖ (303).
Maggie‘s ―self-humiliation‖ is not about putting others before oneself but about finding
enjoyment through whatever avenues are available.160 This is why it seems both right and
insufficient when Christ, delineating the self-denying behavior of the good girls in Eliot‘s novels,
comments, ―Like Maggie, who drives the nails she means for Aunt Glegg into the head of her
own doll, her heroines strive to contain their anger within the self, to convert its energy to its
own repression‖ (137). Committing this act in the private and enclosed space of an attic and redirecting her rage at a simulacrum, Maggie could indeed be described as engaging in repressive
behavior. Yet her violence is so physical, her anger so intense, and her enjoyment so selfshattering that it is also difficult to call her actions repressive. She achieves satisfaction directly
through aggressive self-censure, and continues to do so through other acts associated with selfdenial, particularly renunciation. Like Dorothea Brooke, who objects to her sister‘s apt diagnosis
that she ―likes giving up,‖ Maggie enjoys renouncing (18).
Maggie‘s genuine striving to renounce selfish desires and her acute self-recrimination
when she fails in any way double as sources of pleasure, functioning specifically as what Freud
terms ―moral masochism,‖ which is ―chiefly remarkable for having loosened its connection with
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what we recognize as sexuality‖ (165). When, for instance, Maggie renounces Stephen for the
final time, despite her strong desire to obey his request, ―Write me one word—say, ‗Come!‘‖ she
still makes this ―coming‖ happen in another and more powerful fashion (534). Immediately after
burning Stephen‘s letter and despairing out loud in prayer ―how long it will be before death
comes,‖ ―Maggie felt a startling sensation of sudden cold about her knees and feet: it was water
flowing under her…She was not bewildered for an instant—she knew it was the flood‖ (536).
She knows it because this is her flood. Eliot could hardly have produced a more pronounced
metaphor for female sexual gratification, and vitally, this is a moment of self-gratification. It is
only secondarily about Stephen, just as the fetish scene is finally more about Maggie‘s relation to
herself than to her mother or to aunt Glegg. Eliot‘s commentary on the fetish produces an untold
backstory that accords with Bersani‘s postulation that ―real‖ exchanges with external others
matter less in the development of the superego than the ―psychic scene‖ the child (re)stages
through them. If the ―three nails driven into the head commemorated as many crises in Maggie‘s
nine years of earthy struggle‖ and the ―last nail‖ marks a moment of anger at aunt Glegg, which
two people caused the rage that led to the two previous impalements? That Eliot begins telling
the story of Maggie‘s fetish in medias res, not fully accounting for its origin or explaining who it
was that caused Maggie to fabricate the fetish in the first place, emphasizes its greater
importance as a figure for self-relation than as a representative of others.
Relatedly, when Maggie returns to St. Ogg‘s after her aborted elopement with Stephen,
her hope that confessing to Tom in order to ―endure the severity of [his] reproof‖ and keep her
errant desire in check ultimately is not about Tom (503). Nor is it completely about subduing
herself for the good of others. Maggie, Eliot writes, ―craved that outward help to her better
purpose which would come from complete, submissive confession—from being in the presence
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of those whose looks and words would be a reflection of her own conscience‖ (503). Tom
represents a placeholder for Maggie‘s relation to herself, specifically a relation in which that part
of herself that is her ―conscience‖ can keep perpetual watch over the less noble and selfcontrolled parts of herself. This structure of confession repeats that of ekstasis insofar as both
structures involve taking a stand outside of oneself, in relation to oneself. These types of selfsurveillance aim to prioritize the interests of others and ensure a sympathetic relation to that
which is ―not ourselves,‖ but they end up looking very much like self-regard. Renunciation and
confession cannot be understood solely as reactions against solipsism and anti-social aggression.
They are also extensions of Maggie‘s fetishistic behavior as a little girl, which turns her
relationships to others into a version of self-relation. In Comte‘s philosophy, fetishism
constitutes the first step towards human sociality, and this ―first intellectual and moral advance
of the human race…intervened to restrain the tendency to indiscriminate destruction‖ in humans,
because it also involved the projective perception of external entities as analogous to the self
(Martineau 201). According to Comte, one presumedly would not want to harm a version of her
or himself. While Eliot understands that regarding the world, and especially other people, as like
oneself does not necessarily prohibit aggression or erase the enjoyment to be had from it, she
maintains the connection between fetishism and sociality. We might say that Eliot fetishizes
sympathy, and particularly the sympathy imaginatively depicted by the artist, as the key to
perfecting human social relations, but this ascription of overinvestment is rather simplistic and
assumes Eliot was not aware of the impasses in achieving sympathy and could not gain the
critical distance to critique a structure central to her novels.
The Mill on the Floss, however, interrogates sympathy and does so specifically in the
feminine sphere, which Victorian culture, as Ablow argues, treated as sympathy‘s indigenous
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environment. Moreover, Eliot‘s choice of a girl as the figure through which sympathetic
connections falter attacks the naturalization of sympathy as a feminine quality and, because of
Maggie‘s biographical resemblance to her creator, points to Eliot‘s profound ambivalence about
the viability of sympathy as an ethical backbone in her art. For sympathy to fail in a girl‘s
relations to others might mean that sympathy has no future, no potential to be passed on to other
women and girls. But sympathy also suffers a complete breakdown when the women of St.
Ogg‘s condemn Maggie for running away with Stephen and not getting him to marry her: ―The
ladies of St. Ogg‘s were not beguiled by any wide speculative conceptions; but they had their
favourite abstraction, called society, which served to make their consciences perfectly easy in
doing what satisfied their own egoism—thinking and speaking the worst of Maggie Tulliver and
turning their backs upon her‖ (525). These women of maxims use ―their favourite abstraction,
called society‖ as an excuse to indulge themselves in an orgy of gossip and to self-servingly
separate themselves from ―a girl like her‖ (526). Though Eliot‘s depiction of the ―mutual hatred
of women‖ in this novel can be construed as ironic or as a disquieting image meant to encourage
the cultivation of female fellowship, her condemnation of these condemnatory women is rather
unsympathetic.161 In contradistinction to the petty morality of these women, Eliot painstakingly
establishes the proper sympathetic response to Maggie through a sentence prototypically
Victorian in its hefty length and moralism:
To have taken Maggie by the hand and said, ‗I will not believe unproved evil of you: my
lips shall not utter it; my ears shall be closed against it. I, too, am an erring mortal, liable
to stumble, apt to come short of my most earnest efforts. Your lot has been harder than
mine, your temptation greater. Let us help each other to stand and walk without more
falling‘—to have done this would have demanded courage, deep pity, self-knowledge,
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generous trust—would have demanded a mind that tasted no piquancy in evil-speaking,
that felt no self-exaltation in condemning, that cheated itself with no large words into the
belief that life can have any moral end, any high religion, which excludes the striving
after perfect truth, justice, and love towards the individual men and women who come
across our own path. (525)
Against the harmful abstract moralism of the St. Ogg‘s women, Eliot insists upon attending to
the special cases of ―individual men and women.‖ But the didactic weight of these instructions
on how to compassion the individual could be perceived as suffocating from the novel reader‘s
point of view—not least because the exemplary individual ―I‖ in this passage is so perfect in its
sympathy and so comprehensive in its ―self-knowledge.‖ Who could live up to this standard?
Certainly not the St. Ogg‘s gossips. Maybe the reader of the novel. And definitely, it seems, the
disembodied narrator of The Mill on the Floss. Call her George Eliot if you will, considering
that by the end of Eliot‘s career it was just this sort of spiritual advice that many avid readers
sought to hear from her lips on Sunday afternoons at The Priory. This is the George Eliot that
O‘Farrell calls the ―culturally figural good-girl saint and the textually compelling authority that
(and not exactly ‗who‘) models and espouses ethical feeling‖ (148). It‘s tempting to attack the
priggish egoistic moralism of this good-girl saint, but we might instead turn our gaze to her
identification with others in pain and her hoarding of this pain to see what different types of
stories they tell about George Eliot.
For all that she builds a rhetoric around Maggie that solicits sympathy for her, Eliot also
treats this sympathy as exclusive at significant moments in the novel. When Maggie learns from
her aunt Glegg that Lucy will be leaving town to recover from her heartbreak at Stephen‘s and
Maggie‘s betrayal, she despairs that she will not be able to beg Lucy‘s forgiveness or to catch a
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glimpse of her in public where Lucy‘s eyes would have ―pierced her the more because she could
see no anger in them‖ (529). Of this (rather insistently sought-out) pain, Eliot maintains, ―Only
those who have known what hardest inward conflict is can know what Maggie felt as she sat in
her loneliness the evening after hearing that news from Mrs. Glegg—only those who have
known what it is to dread their own selfish desires as the watching mother would dread the
sleeping-potion that was to still her pain‖ (529). This is a bizarre comment in a chapter that
opens by criticizing the female community at large for its small-minded refusal to imagine
Maggie‘s remorse or to pity her from the view of oneself as an equally ―erring mortal, liable to
stumble.‖ The likening of sympathetic understanding to maternal instinct would seem to make
the possibility of sympathizing with Maggie quite inclusive in the context of female sociality
established by this chapter titled, ―Maggie and Lucy,‖ especially given that so many of the
women who object to Maggie are mothers who claim to fear the spread of her ―dangerous
tendencies‖ to children if she works as a governess or schoolteacher (526). Eliot, however,
clearly establishes a select misery club around Maggie that refuses the broad association of
sympathy with femininity that she evokes through the rhetorical figure of the mother.
Somewhat differently, in an instance of sympathy conferred rather than limited, Maggie‘s
attempted rescue of Tom, as I have suggested, may constitute the violent bestowal of sympathy
upon Tom by both Maggie and Eliot. What may be equally unsettling in the conclusion of this
novel, which has frustrated readers since the nineteenth century, is the spectacle of Maggie‘s
enjoyment, her ―mysterious wondrous happiness that is one with pain‖ (541). Though Maggie
wants to save both Tom and Lucy from the flood in order to set their respective relationships to
rights, she also appears to long for an exit from sympathy and sociality altogether, fearing not
that she will die in her attempt to rescue Tom but that the perils of the flooded river will ―cause
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her to perish too soon‖ (540).162 Self-reflexive and other-directed sympathy merge in Maggie‘s
selfless and self-annihilating act, which erases the difference between self and other upon which
sympathy depends and suggests that achieving sympathy may constitute a version of apocalypse.
This novel critiques the sympathy that it is so invested in defining and producing: not simply
through the failure of the St. Ogg‘s community, and particularly the female part of that
community, to respond sympathetically to Maggie‘s indiscretion but through Maggie‘s ecstatic
turning away from an unlivable life in that social world. Eliot‘s subsequent novels would find
ways, however vexed or unsatisfactory, to integrate their heroines into communities and to give
them sympathetic companions, but this wayward girl puts herself beyond the reach of sympathy
in Eliot‘s novels.163
Earlier in this chapter, I argued that Eliot treats Maggie in the same way that Maggie
treats her fetish doll: as a figure representing both self and other that can be used to punish, make
over, and gratify the self. At this point, such an analogy raises several questions. Does Eliot put
herself beyond the reach of sympathy too? Is she sympathetic with herself? And does she pose
sympathy as only a matter of the self? Writing The Mill on the Floss about a clever girl who
binds herself to home and family, falls in love with a boobie, and dies, rather than a clever girl
who breaks free of her family, falls in love with George Henry Lewes, and becomes a great
novelist, Eliot creates Maggie as a figure upon which to project the alternative choices that could
have made her someone other and, in many ways, lesser than she became. Her masochistic
enjoyment notwithstanding, Maggie looks even more abject than a female novelist becoming
respected for her novels and made a social outcast for living with a married man. Questioning
the origins and sustainability of her own central tenet of sympathy through Maggie, Eliot
performs an additional kind of self-flagellation, the auto-critique. This self-reflexive novel is
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heavy in its ethical anxieties and masochistic assessment, but also, well, silly in its playful, selfindulgent, and masturbatory qualities. It is precisely through Eliot‘s anxieties about silliness that
I want to show how she confronts her ethical and professional anxieties, occasionally
depressurizing them through parody.
When Leavis writes of an ―immaturity‖ that Eliot ―never leaves safely behind her,‖ it is
unclear whether this comment applies only to The Mill on the Floss or to all of Eliot‘s works, but
it is clear that the form in which the immaturity expresses itself is self-regard. Self-regard
devoid of self-criticism strikes Leavis and Eliot as immature, silly, and particularly feminine. In
―Silly Novels by Lady Novelists,‖ a review essay completed only days before Eliot began
writing her first published work of fiction, ―Amos Barton,‖ Eliot descries lady novelists for their
―fertility in imbecile combination or feeble imitation which a little self-criticism would check
and reduce to barrenness‖ (161). The aggression of these reproductive metaphors that implicitly
express a desire to sterilize lady novelists—like so many of the cutting quips in this ―witty‖
essay—rather outweigh the essay‘s laudable stated intention of encouraging women not to
―confirm the popular prejudice against the more solid education of women‖ by illustrating the
uselessness of their education through badly-written novels (154).164 Being severely self-critical
represents for Eliot the only way of avoiding purblind silliness, but it also makes for paranoia,
masochism, glumness, and acid criticism of others less dedicated to self-critique.
―Silly‖ may be Eliot‘s favorite pejorative term, perhaps most memorably applied in The
Mill on the Floss through Tom‘s many articulations of his theory that ―all girls were silly‖ (44).
The word silly persistently attaches to immature femininity, referencing, in one of its earliest
forms, the ―helpless [and] defenseless‖ and used ―esp. of women and children‖ (OED).
Beginning to emerge in the nineteenth century, the more modern meanings of silly—feeble-
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minded, foolish, senseless, empty-headed—appear to be presupposed by its earliest meaning,
―deserving of pity, compassion, or sympathy.‖ One deserves such sympathy because one is
helpless, insignificant, trifling, unsophisticated, or foolish. To examine the silliness of the girl
and Eliot‘s silly fetishistic behavior toward the girl does not constitute a swerve away from
Eliot‘s concerns about the potential aggressivity and solipsism of sympathy. Notably, the
devaluation of and irritation expressed towards the silly object make it a difficult object with
which to sympathize, but the imperative to sympathize with foolish, defenseless people is
embedded in their definition as silly things—like a translation of the original aggressive response
towards silly objects. While the silly person will never fully escape devaluation and aggression,
I want, in concluding this chapter, to catch a glimpse of the irreverent and unself-conscious side
of silliness. There are, Eliot suggests, alternative ways to respond to silliness than through either
aggression or the self-recriminating anxieties of establishing a ―truly‖ sympathetic connection
with the silly thing.
Eliot and Maggie, it‘s true, are rather earnest girls, removed from the giggly, ridiculous
silliness of certain others girls and ladies. The only difference between girls and ladies may in
fact be that the girl still has the potential to grow out of the lady‘s uncritical satisfaction in her
own smartness. For Eliot, the foolish self-absorption of the silly lady novelist presents a
horrifying image of female narcissism and an author insulated against her own threadbare
intellectual pretensions: ―she has a feverish consciousness of her attainments; she keeps a sort of
mental pocket-mirror, and is continually looking in it at her own ‗intellectuality‘‖ (155). Silly
translates as feeble-minded in Eliot‘s critical usage, but where Eliot is concerned as a popcultural object, silliness also came to signify the rigorous intellectual and moral earnestness of
this author and her followers. As many critical accounts of Eliot‘s career record, the ―Eliot cult‖
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and its ―literary idol‖ became laughable figures of quaintly zealous Victorian morality by the late
nineteenth century (Yousaf and Maunder 3,1 ). In this sense, Eliot really did become a fetish for
certain readers embarrassingly over-invested in her sibylline pronouncements. And she also
came to be seen as fetishistically over-invested in herself. In her essay, ―George Eliot and the
Production of Consumers,‖ Leah Price charts the fin-de-siècle shift in Eliot‘s public image into a
―self-important female sage‖ whose concern with moral maxims and her own literary legacy
signified ―personal vanity, feminine vulgarity, and aesthetic failure‖ much like that of the lady
novelists Eliot once criticized (164). Through the same eager, self-aware intelligence that she
deployed to cut down silly lady novelists, Eliot would later effectually place herself among what
Price describes as ―the girlish audience from whom [her] own work had disencumbered the
novel‖ (157).
But Eliot already knows about the earnest desire to be quick that makes girls look silly.
Maggie‘s chief fantasy in The Mill on the Floss involves ―want[ing] people to think her a clever
little girl and not to find fault with her‖ (69-70). The gypsies, she expects, ―would gladly receive
her and pay her much respect on account of her superior knowledge‖ (112). And when confined
to life at the mill and oppressed by her father‘s illness and her mother‘s small-mindedness, she
imagines ―she would go to some great man—Walter Scott, perhaps, and tell him how wretched
and how clever she was, and he would surely do something for her‖ (300). (The vagueness of
this ―something‖ that Maggie expects a great man to do for her goes far in explaining her
attraction to what she cannot quite see as Stephen‘s empty charisma). Even when Maggie is a
little girl, ―the need of being loved, the strongest need in poor Maggie‘s nature‖ would subdue
her aggression, but this desire for affection is also bound up with her belief that demonstrating
her smartness will win her attention and sympathy from the right sort of community: others like
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her (41). Tom‘s tutor, Mr. Stelling, provides one of the many mortifying instances in which
Maggie is forced to confront the possibility that her belief is incorrect when he tells her that girls
have ―a great deal of superficial cleverness: but they couldn‘t go far into anything. They‘re
quick and shallow‖ (158). Setting aside the annoying stupidity of this assessment, which
feminist criticism of this novel has strenuously attacked, it is significant that Tom himself
becomes more sympathetic, more like his sister, and ―more like a girl‖ when his own awkward
attempts to be smart exclude him from the community of men who understand Latin and Euclid
(148).165 Though Tom ―ma[kes] himself appear ‗a silly‘‖ through his intellectual failures and
Maggie is told she looks silly for her intellectual aspirations, both feel foolish and girlish for
their apparent miscalculations of the qualities that they believe will make them admirable to
others.
In a parallel scenario, Eliot, delineating the failings of silly lady novelists at the moment
that she was about to enter the community of professional novelists, is herself taking the risk of
looking like ―a silly.‖ The scathing descriptions she writes of certain plotlines and topics
expatiated by lady novelists sound like bad versions of the novels she would later write. To cite
only one example, in the ―white neckcloth species‖ of Evangelical novel that centers on a
clergyman—the same focus Eliot had chosen for the three tales she was setting off to write—
―questions as to the state of the heroine‘s affections are mingled with anxieties as to the state of
her soul‖ (157).166 This summary could easily be applied to ―Janet‘s Repentance,‖ even though
this story‘s curate does not belong to the well-connected white neckcloth species that Eliot finds
offensive to novelistic and social realism.167 The difference between Eliot‘s largely provincial,
middle-class characters and the snobbish social aspiration of characters and authors of such
Evangelical novels may make all the difference between the realistic and the ridiculous, the
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serious and the silly, success and failure. But more importantly, Eliot sets herself the task of
writing realism that would cultivate sympathy and install her in a community of serious writers
through an aggressive response to certain other women novelists and with the monitory image of
their silly novels clearly in mind. She could fail; she could be that silly thing if she is not
vigilant about her own writing.
Yet being self-critical does not have to be only a lugubrious glum-girl affair full of
defensiveness and prophylactic self-monitoring. Taking into consideration a third meaning of
―silly‖—―stunned, stupefied, dazed, as by a blow‖—we might apply this definition to more than
the stultifying blows that Maggie‘s fetish and the silly lady novelists receive from the pen of
George Eliot. We might read the experience of being stunned not as the penalty for stupidity or
near-sightedness but as the result of finding the world and oneself stunning. Defenseless,
amazed, silly, the girl offers—if only momentarily in Eliot‘s writings—an image of the self
opened up to risk, discomfort, and enjoyment instead of the self anxiously measuring its capacity
to give and receive sympathy. Long before the opportunities for professional writing and
translating opened to her, Eliot was grappling with the concern that sympathy might be only an
egotistical self-projection upon others rather than a true spiritual connection with them. In an
1842 letter to her friend Maria Lewis, she included a poem in which she imagines sympathy
functioning in much the same fashion that Comte in that same year described the operation of
primitive fetishism:
As the Great Spirit bids creation teem
With conscious being and intelligence,
So man His miniature resemblance gives
To matter‘s every form a speaking soul,
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An emanation from his spirit‘s fount,
The impress true of its peculiar seal.
Here finds he thy best image, sympathy! (Letters Vol. 1 127)
Assessing her own literary composition in the next line of the letter, Eliot comments, ―Beautiful
ego-ism! to quote one‘s own‖ (Letters Vol. 1 127). The poem, written during the unsettling and
self-justifying Holy War period, appears in response to Eliot‘s own question about whether
Maria, isolated by her governess position, can find any ―communion of spirit‖—a question
wearing on Eliot in regard to her own spiritual and intellectual life (Letters Vol. 1 127). Using
self-censure to display her conscientiousness about egoism, Eliot takes advantage of this censure
as an excuse to meditate further on the offense. In this poem, sympathy means making
―miniature[s]‖ of oneself in the same fashion that a ―seal‖ is ―impress[ed]‖ upon ―matter‖—or, in
the broader contexts of this letter, a friend is used as a mirror for oneself. Eliot mocks and
ironizes her own obsessive self-regard through obsessive repetition: the poem‘s sympathetic
projections are doubled in the letter‘s self-reflexive ―conversation‖ with its recipient.168
Eliot may like to rebuke herself, but she can occasionally have a laugh while doing so.
Here and there in The Mill on the Floss, bizarre images and pronounced repetitions similarly
undercut the high seriousness of this tragic novel. There is the somewhat obnoxious
foreshadowing that makes the novel‘s disastrous conclusion feel comically overdetermined:
―wanderin‘ up an‘ down by the water, like a wild thing: she‘ll tumble in some day,‖ ―if she
swims she‘s a witch, and if she‘s drowned…she‘s innocent,‖ ―They‘re such children for the
water…They‘ll be brought in dead and drownded some day,‖ ―She was driven out upon the
flood…which had made the nightmare of her childish dreams‖ (15, 20, 110, 538). Aunt Pullet‘s
vicarious hypochondriacal pleasure in reporting a neighbor‘s illness—―you might ha‘ swum in
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the water as came from her‖—provides a ridiculous and grotesque analogue to Maggie‘s
passionate production of her own flood by renouncing Stephen (62). And it is not only Maggie
with whom the narrator identifies in the novel‘s introductory reverie but some very silly looking
upended ducks: ―As I look at the full stream…I am in love with moistness, and envy the white
ducks that are dipping their heads far into the water here among the withes—unmindful of the
awkward appearance they make in the drier world above‖ (10). As Jed Esty argues, the
narrator‘s ―impulsion towards the stream, enunciated‖ by her claim to be ―in love with
moistness‖ affiliates her with the ―disruptive floodwaters,‖ but her rather heated embrace of this
chaotic force through an ugly duck itself disrupts the high drama of ugly-duckling-turned-swan
Maggie‘s death-driven embrace of moistness and her brother (117). These ridiculous
moments—whether mistakes of bad taste or self-conscious self-mockery—act like little releases
from the novel‘s high anxiety about getting sympathy right.
Perhaps more centrally, the issue of romantic sympathies (if they are well-founded and if
they harm or exclude others) would seem to be the prime juncture at which the twinned histories
of Maggie and Eliot diverge and Eliot takes intellectual, emotional, and moral control over her
destiny. The Eliot-Lewes partnership glows with the promise of a sustaining and mutuallyimproving union—even with the John Walter Cross blip creating a bit of dissonance at the end of
the narrative. Yet, reading the title of Brenda Maddox‘s recent biography of Eliot, Eliot in Love
(re-titled for an American audience keen on literary romances like Shakespeare in Love and
Becoming Jane) I pictured not the ideal(ized) non-marriage but the embarrassing, prolonged
adolescence of Marian Evans, who fell repeatedly and unguardedly in love.169 At 33, she wrote
the standoffish Herbert Spencer, ―I want to know if you can assure me that you will not forsake
me, and that you will always be with me as much as you can and share your thoughts and
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feelings with me. If you become attached to someone else, then I must die, but until then I could
gather courage to work and make life valuable, if only I had you near me‖ (qtd. in Hughes 121122). This was the last in a series of misfires, awkward break-ups, and unrequited (but not uncommunicated) loves.
An earlier infatuation involved the father-in-law of a close friend, Dr. Robert Brabant
who, during an extended visit, christened her ―Deutera, which means second and sounds like a
little daughter‖ (Letters Vol. 1 164). Mrs. Brabant hastened the departure of the infatuated little
daughter who was apparently too fervently enjoying being treated as a clever little girl. Several
years later, evaluating her admiration for Dr. Brabant in a letter to Sara Hennell, who had also
been eager to separate her friend Marian from Brabant, Eliot wrote,
I begin to be of your and Cara‘s opinion anent Dr. B….If I ever offered incense to him it
was because there was no other deity at hand and because I wanted some kind of worship
pour passer le temps. I always knew that I could belabour my fetisch if I chose, and
laughed at him in my sleeve. Even that degree of inclination towards mock reverence has
long since passed away and ridiculous as it may seem to every one else, I looked on my
renewal of a correspondence with him as a favour conferred by me rather than received.
(Letters Vol. 1 225, emphasis added)
Eliot verbally thrashes her Brabant fetish as part of a self-revisionary scenario. He was too
ridiculous to revere. And she was bored. But this fetishistic relation involves more than
outwardly-directed abuse. Brabant is Eliot‘s self-projection in a least two ways. She recasts him
as the silly one in their relationship, even if her poses of ennui and worldliness serve as flimsy
covers for thin-skinned defensiveness. In a more strictly Comtean sense, Brabant is Eliot: the
image of her own girlish, unreserved longing for the ―favour‖ and sympathy of others, which
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must be brought under control for fear of embarrassment. Mocking Brabant, Eliot mocks her
former self and sympathizes with her present self as someone important enough to confer favor
and disfavor, usurping the role she had formerly projected upon Brabant. She can only be
magnanimously sympathetic towards him after she has given him a beating for making her look
silly in her former sympathy. Not primarily tied to Brabant, his wife, or other friends involved,
the betrayal Eliot experienced in this earlier moment was of the expectations she projected upon
others. The world does not work quite the way she imagined and hoped it would. Yet she keeps
imagining. She belabors—in the sense of elaborating a topic in excessive detail—her fetish,
sympathy despite the tendency of this detail, especially when worked out in her novels, to lead
her back to the aggression that so frequently appears at the origin of sympathy. Closing with an
image of Eliot as the silly girl in love, ―ridiculous as [she] may seem to everyone else‖ and to
herself for extending sympathy where she has already experienced its failure, brings into focus
the aggression that can induce sympathy and that can also be conveyed by sympathy. And this
ridiculously (un)sympathetic image underscores the capacity of the girl as a trope to represent the
high stakes of silliness.
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I am thinking specifically of critical texts that recovered the thriving women‘s literary tradition in the nineteenthcentury novel: Elaine Showalter‘s A Literature of Their Own: British Women Novelists from Brontë to Lessing,
Ellen Moers‘s Literary Women, and Sandra Gilbert‘s and Susan Gubar‘s The Mad Woman in the Attic: The Woman
Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination. Following on the heels of these studies were important
works dealing with women‘s anger and with the woman‘s writer‘s anxieties of influence such as Nina Auerbach‘s
The Woman and the Demon and Mary Poovey‘s The Proper Lady and the Woman Writer: Ideology as Style in the
Works of Mary Wollstonecraft, Mary Shelley, and Jane Austen.
2
On constructions of the girl‘s innocence, see Catherine Robson‘s Men in Wonderland: The Lost Girlhood of the
Victorian Gentleman and James Kincaid‘s more general overview of the child‘s innocence in Child-Loving: The
Erotic Child and Victorian Culture. For a discussion of the girl‘s intense and dangerous sexuality, see Kimberley
Reynolds‘s and Nicola Humble‘s Victorian Heroines: Representations of Feminity in Nineteenth-Century Literature
and Art, specifically chapter 1 ―Purity or Danger: Sexuality and the Development of the Victorian Girl.‖
3
The Oxford English Dictionary notes that the word ―girl‖ is ―[o]f obscure etymology.‖ Disagreement exists over
whether ―girl‖ originally applied to one sex or to both. ―A conjecture favored by many scholars…is that the word
represents OE. Gyrela masc., gyrele fem.‖ However, it is also suggested that ―girl‖ may derive from words
applicable to both sexes, including the Low German ―goere, boy, girl‖ and the Greek word for virgin.
4
Because of my focus on the girl, I am necessarily simplifying and telescoping the complex roles of women and the
diverse ways of being a woman in nineteenth-century culture. For an excellent critique of the flat and passive image
of the quintessential woman of the Victorian period, the Angel of the House, see Elizabeth Langland‘s Nobody’s
Angels: Middle-Class Women and Domestic Ideology in Victorian Culture.
5
On the cultural approval for little girls acting like tomboys, see Sally Mitchell‘s The New Girl: Girls’ Culture in
England, 1880-1915.
6
For discussions of the girl as a symbol for the British nation, naturalness, and national health, see Robson and
Christina Boufis‘s essay ―‗Of Home Birth and Breeding‘: Eliza Lynn Linton and the Girl of the Period‖ in The
Girl’s Own: Cultural Histories of the Anglo-American Girl, 1830-1915.
7
Carol Dyhouse‘s Girls Growing Up in Late Victorian and Edwardian England is also an excellent historical study
of girls‘ lives in nineteenth-century England, but, like the literary studies of girls‘ lived experience I have been
discussing, it focuses heavily on texts and institutions in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century.
8
See also Catherine Driscoll‘s Girls: Feminine Adolescence in Popular Culture and Cultural Theory for a general
overview of the girl‘s role in Western culture. Driscoll, however, provides only one rather wide-ranging chapter on
the pre-twentieth-century girl.
9
For an extended interrogation of the bullying ideology channeled through the figure of the child and this figure‘s
representation of futurity, see Lee Edelman‘s No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive.
10
The OED’s account of the etymology of the word nice marks it as possibly one of the most ironic words in the
English language, because it is used sarcastically and because it has undergone so many revolutions in its meaning:
―The semantic development of this word from ‗foolish, silly‘ to ‗pleasing‘ is unparalleled in Latin or in the Romance
languages […] ‗in many examples from the 16th and 17th cent. it is difficult to say in what particular sense the writer
intended to be taken‘.‖
11
The motivations for Henry‘s behavior in this scene fall outside the scope of this analysis but are still related to it
since, as a second son who has to ―make nice‖ with others in order to make his way in the world, Henry occupies a
subject position not so different from the girl on the marriage market constantly exhibiting her pleasing qualities.
For an excellent reading of Henry Tilney in terms of gender, class, and sexuality, see Joseph Litvak‘s ―Bon Chic,
Bon Genre: Sophistication and History in Northanger Abbey‖ in Strange Gourmets.
12
One of the many glowing reviews included as part of the prefatory matter for Zadie Smith‘s 2000 novel, White
Teeth, published when she was 25-years-old, cites Mary Shelley as the benchmark of girlish authorship: ―Not since
Mary Shelley composed Frankenstein at the age of 19 has a bookish young woman made such an extraordinary
debut.‖
13
In addition to the two essays from A World of Difference discussed here, see Johnson‘s ―The Last Man‖ (1980), a
short essay about this novel as well as Frankenstein, and Persons and Things (2008), which takes one of its
epigraphs from Frankenstein and discusses this novel in several chapters. ―The Last Man‖ can be found in the
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anthology, The Other Mary Shelley: Beyond Frankenstein, edited by Audrey A. Fisch, Anne K. Mellor, and Esther
H. Schor.
14
For an account of Shelley‘s minor-celebrity status and the popularity (and notoriety) of Frankenstein among
contemporary readers, see Emily W. Sunstein‘s Mary Shelley: Romance and Reality, particularly chapters 7 and 9.
15
The thought even of creating a top-10 list of critical essays on Frankenstein is a bit overwhelming, so I will point
instead to one essay, James Kincaid‘s ―‗Words Cannot Express‘: Frankenstein’s Tripping on the Tongue,‖ as a
bravura performance of juggling and de-centering many types of analysis that have been applied to Frankenstein
over the past 30 years.
16
The year 1831, when Shelley was re-reading and adjusting Frankenstein in preparation for its re-issue, marks a
strange no-man‘s land between recognizable Romantic and Victorian literary movements. Byron had died in 1824,
the last of a specific group of Romantic writers that included Mary Shelley, even if her inclusion in that group was
complicated and at times uncomfortable. Queen Victoria would not ascend to the throne until 1837, and Dickens
would not become the popular ruler of the novel until 1836. The timing of Shelley‘s reassessment of her novel and
critique of the values attached a set of literary ideals that seemed spent thus makes sense for more than the pragmatic
requirements of re-publication. She is attempting to theorize her novel‘s origins, reception, and legacy at a moment
when literary and cultural preoccupations were in a state of flux, needing, in her view, to be named and interrogated
if not pinned down.
17
As far as major characters go in the novels at the center of this dissertation, I can only think of one girl who
occupies a subject position that is not clearly middle-class: Harriet Beadle, otherwise known as Tattycoram, in
Dickens‘s Little Dorrit. Harriet is a girl full of understandable rage, since she is adopted from an orphanage by the
Meagles family in order to be employed, for no apparent wages, as their daughter Pet‘s maid. She unfortunately
gets very little attention in my chapter on Dickens‘s little women, because I focus on the passive aggression of the
good ―little‖ girls in his novels, Little Nell and Little Dorrit. Though both Nell and Amy Dorrit could be
provisionally described as lower-class or lower-middle-class, since the former has a guardian who goes bankrupt
and the latter lives in a prison with a destitute immediate family, each girl is connected to more affluent families. If
Nell had survived, she would have been taken care of by her well-moneyed great uncle, and Amy actually descends
from a family of great wealth and ends up in a thoroughly middle-class marriage.
18
A range of views on Third-Wave Feminism and Girl Power can be found in Third Wave Feminism: A Critical
Exploration, edited by Stacy Gillis, Gillian Howie, and Rebecca Munford; Astrid Henry‘s Not My Mother’s Sister:
Generational Conflict and Third-Wave Feminism; Jennifer Baumgardener‘s and Amy Richard‘s Manifesta: Young
Women, Feminism, and the Future; All About the Girl: Culture, Power, and Identity, edited by Anita Harris;
Catching a Wave: Reclaiming Feminism for the Twenty-First Century, edited by Rory Dicker and Alison Piepmeier;
and Third Wave Agenda: Being Feminist, Doing Feminism, edited by Leslie Heywood and Jennifer Drake.
19
See Rita Felski‘s Literature After Feminism for a discussion on the continuing defamation of feminism in
academia in the new millennium. For a few feminist and queer theorists who provide satisfying discussions of
feminine abjection, frivolity, and aggression, see Julia Kristeva‘s Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, Barbara
Creed‘s The Monstrous Feminine: Film, Feminism, Psychoanalysis, Sharon Marcus‘s Between Women: Friendship,
Desire, and Marriage in Victorian England, Robyn R. Warhol‘s Having a good Cry: Effeminate Feelings and PopCulture Forms, and Lauren Berlant‘s The Female Complaint: The Unfinished Business of Sentimentality in
American Culture and The Queen of America Goes to Washington City: Essays on Sex and Citizenship, particularly
chapter one, ―The Theory of Infantile Citizenship,‖ which features an excellent reading of Lisa Simpson.
20
Woloch‘s theorization of distorted characters in Dickens‘s novels plays an important role in my delineation of
cuteness in chapter two. For a discussion of these characters, see his The One vs. the Many: Minor Characters and
the Space of the Protagonist in the Novel, particularly chapter two.
21
I‘m thinking here of several characters who appear in Little Dorrit: Mr. Casby, introduced to the reader in a home
full of ticking clocks, whose ―smooth grey eyebrows seemed to move to the ticking as the firelight flickered on
them;‖ Mr. Panks, Casby‘s employee,who ―snorted and sniffed and puffed and blew, like a little laboring steamengine;‖ and Rigaud/Lagnier, whose ominous and grotesque facial tick repeatedly identifies him in the novel: his
―moustache went up under his nose, and his nose came down over his moustache‖ (160, 163, 142).

Chapter 1
22

In an extended reading of this quotation from Austen‘s letters, Mary Ann O‘Farrell argues that Austen uses irony
to build a worldly knowingness out of this very concession to her own limited intelligence about the world at large:
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―Austen‘s willing admission of only a provincial‘s access to the world is yet paired with the worldly assertion of
centrality that is the other component of her iridescent irony. Though irony refuses the universality of Austenian
truths, irony grants them safe passage; knowing my truths are not universally acknowledged, I get to claim them
anyway‖ (Telling Complexions 42). Although my own essay presents an image of Austen as more resistant to the
idea that small and provincial necessarily mean trivial and unimportant, I share O‘Farrell‘s sense that Austen
constructs her novels upon the limitations assumed to constitute women and women writers. For other critical
works dealing specifically with Austen‘s reference to her own parameters as ―3 or 4 Families in a Country Village,‖
see Ian Watt‘s introduction to Jane Austen: A Collection of Critical Essays and Marilyn Butler‘s Jane Austen and
The War of Ideas. B.C. Southam‘s invaluable two-volume edition of Jane Austen: The Critical Heritage also
contains many critical narratives about Austen‘s smallness and limitation.
23
Even Austen‘s more enthusiastic comments on her own heroines contain notes of ambivalence. Of Elizabeth
Bennet, Austen wrote to her sister Cassandra, ―I must confess that I think her as delightful a creature as ever
appeared in print, & how I shall be able to tolerate those who do not like her at least, I do not know‖ (LeFaye 201).
Such concern for readers to like Elizabeth may be overblown, even intentionally so in order to provoke a
compliment. Yet one hears in Austen‘s ―her at least‖ apprehension of distaste for the novel or the novelist
notwithstanding the ―delightful‖ heroine. Situating herself as an object of evaluation, Austen splits her self-image
between an author with no tolerance for readers who fail to appreciate her brilliant creation and an unappealing
woman with fewer attributes to recommend her than Elizabeth Bennet.
24
My thinking about embarrassment in Austen‘s novels has been greatly influenced by O‘Farrell‘s Telling
Complexions.
25
Many essays on Austen‘s pop-cultural legacy that I have encountered use the girl as a symbol of everything ‗bad‘
that has been done to Austen. In particular, two essays take Miss Bingley and her fallacious claims to love reading
as an analogue to the modern girls who are degrading Austen by supplanting her novels with dumbed-down movie
versions and Austen commodities, both of which replace active reading and thinking with the supposedly stupid and
passive practices of viewing and shopping. See Marjorie Garber‘s ―The Jane Austen Syndrome‖ in Question Marks
and the introduction to Jane Austen in Hollywood, written by the volume‘s editors Linda Troost and Sayre
Greenfield.
26
The problem of Austen‘s difficulty is itself difficult. Academic readers and plenty of lay readers of Austen often
regard her novels as fun and easy to read even if we don‘t believe she is saying anything simple. I think it‘s safe to
say that many readers find it less difficult to engage her prose and plots than those of James Joyce or even George
Eliot. However, plenty of other readers (and let‘s just acknowledge these other readers as the undergraduates and
occasional friend or family member who constitute the other reader for most academics) find Austen‘s syntax
daunting or stilted and her world foreign and nonsensical. Is reading Austen hard work? Burr implies that it is, but
not for him. This attitude is uncomfortably recognizable among those of us who have become familiar with Austen,
suggesting one more way her novels continue to teach us about hierarchy and its affects.
27
Of Austen‘s novels, C.S. Lewis writes, ―the undeception, structurally considered, is the very pivot or watershed of
the story‖ (28). ―A Note on Jane Austen.‖ Jane Austen: A Collection of Critical Essays. Ed. Ian Watt. Englewood
Cliffs (NJ): Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1963: 25-34. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Lewis finds this ―undeception‖ a salubrious
sign of personal growth for the heroine while D.A. Miller emphasizes the heroine‘s experience of shame and
embarrassment at coming to know herself. For Miller, the heroine‘s choice of ―the simpler mode of abjection that is
self‖ over the complex abjection of style that Austen assigns to herself is a painful moment—if not for the heroine at
least for certain readers watching her select marriage and trifling accomplishments over style and art (49).
28
For an excellent history of Austen‘s reception with attention to different reading strategies and their competing
sets of values, see Robert Clark‘s introduction to the New Casebooks collection of critical essays on Sense and
Sensibility and Pride and Prejudice. Ed. Robert Clark. New York: St. Martin‘s Press, 1994. Emily Auerbach also
traces depreciations of Austen and Austen readers over the last two-hundred years in the opening chapter to her
book, Searching for Jane Austen. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2004. See also, Diedre Lynch‘s
introduction to Janeites: Austens Disciples and Devotees. Ed. Diedre Lynch. Princeton: Princeton UP, 2000 and
Judy Simon‘s ―Classics and Trash: Reading Austen in the 1990s.‖ Women’s Writing. 5.1 (1998): 27-39.
29
As D.A. Miller similarly notes of the proto-gay Robert Ferrars and his fussing over a toothpick case, Robert‘s
masculinity (and I would add class) demands respect and priority despite his feminized activity. ―[S]pending and
inordinate amount of time on a trifle,‖ like several irritating women in this novel, Robert nonetheless ―does it with
the cool, easy, altogether undisputed authority of a man who assumes—and imposes on all around him—the full
importance of this silly-feminine thing‖ (19).
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Wondering about Charlotte‘s choice of an awkwardly situated room for her own personal use, Elizabeth soon
recognizes that this selection allows Charlotte to avoid her husband‘s presence as much as possible: ―The room in
which the ladies sat was backwards. Elizabeth at first had rather wondered that Charlotte should not prefer the
dining parlour for common use; it was a better sized room, and had a pleasanter aspect; but she soon saw that her
friend had an excellent reason for what she did, for Mr. Collins would undoubtedly have been much less in his own
apartment, had they sat in one equally lively; and she gave Charlotte credit for the arrangement‖ (129).
31
On the complexity of Austen‘s juvenilia and her intensive revision strategies in turning a writing style modeled on
eighteenth-century journalistic satire into the style of the modern novel, see Margaret Ann Doody‘s introduction to
the Oxford World‘s Classics collection of Austen‘s juvenilia, Catherine and Other Writings, as well as her chapter
in The Cambridge Companion to Jane Austen, ―The Short Fiction.‖
32
If Austen‘s novels are about ―everything in the youth of women that does not matter,‖ or, to put it more nicely,
about the girl growing up and proceeding through the marriage plot, the novels do not have to be and have not
always been read this way. As Claudia Johnson points out in her essay, ―The Divine Miss Jane: Jane Austen,
Janeites, and the Discipline of Novel Studies,‖ some readers—particularly queer readers who many not be so
enthralled with the procession of a smug and exclusionary marriage plot—privilege other aspects of the novels than
their narrative structure and momentum. ―Unlike current scholars of narrative, for whom plot bears the lion‘s share
of narrative significance, Janeite readers ignore plot with its forward-moving momentums, its inevitabilities, its
‗maturity,‘ and its closure, and dwell instead on atemporal aspects of narration, descriptive details, catchy phrases,
and especially, characterization‖ (Janeites 32). However, this de-privileging of plot, I would argue, acknowledges
the insistent force of narrative and its frequent (but not necessary) function of re-inscribing normative ideologies
upon the novel and novel reader.
33
In a chapter of their Third Wave treatise, Manifesta, tellingly titled, ―Girl, You‘ll be a Woman Soon,‖ Jennifer
Baumgardner and Amy Richards encourage Girlie feminists to grow up by becoming as invested in politics as they
are in pop-culture and its commodities. Although the authors think Girlie feminism and its emphasis on femininity,
playfulness, pop-culture, and self-expression are fun and positive, their chapter title casts ―politics‖ as the woman
and ―pop-culture‖ as the girl that Girlies need to supersede. Even if the ethos of the girl is retained as affirmative,
the figure of the girl remains one of vulnerability and stupidity. ―If we‘re strong enough to handle sexy clothes and
Barbie dolls,‖ the authors argue, ―then we should be strong enough to read Andrea Dworkin and other analyses of
power, and still feel in touch with why we love skinny rocker boys or false eyelashes‖ (165). This encouragement
works according to the logic that girls possess some type of inherent weakness or lame aversion when it comes to
reading and politics, taunting (in a rather masculinist fashion), ―You don‘t want to be a wimpy little girl, do you?‖
There are other ways, I think, to encourage girls and women to intellectual and political pursuits than trotting out the
girl as a specter of weakness and stupidity.
34
Near the conclusion of Pride and Prejudice, Elizabeth becomes anxious that Mr. Darcy will never make her a
second proposal despite the suggestion from his frequent visits to Longbourn that he would like to do so. On a walk
about the neighborhood with Mr. Darcy and Kitty, Elizabeth begins to lose her patience: ―Very little was said by
either; Kitty was too much afraid of him to talk; Elizabeth was secretly forming a desperate resolution; and perhaps
he might be doing the same‖ (279). When Kitty decides to leave her sister and Mr. Darcy to visit the Lucases,
Elizabeth begins the conversation that will lead to Darcy‘s second proposal by thanking him for saving Lydia‘s
reputation.
35
Underlining the sadism involved in ‗fixing‘ the girl, the version of Mr. Knightly depicted by the film Clueless, in
despair that Emma/Cher can ―do something good for humanity,‖ suggests ―How about sterilization?‖
36
Focused largely on male philosophers and writers who are orbited by an idiot boy in the chapter titled
―Wordsworth Satellite,‖ Stupidity performs the occultation of the girl and the abjection of its own girlishness. The
most explicit consideration of stupidity‘s gendering in Ronell‘s book involves a critique of Robert Musil, a
twentieth-century German philosopher who makes women the referent of stupidity in his essay, ―Ruminations of a
Slow-Witted Mind,‖ even though he claims in the same text that stupidity has no referent (76). For Ronell, Musil‘s
―detour through the woman signals that the recognition of stupidity as a prevailing trait in the other often involves a
feminization, if not a minoritization‖ (80-81). Feminization plus minoritization would seem to equal girl, but even
though Ronell regresses in time to tell us ―All About Eve,‖ she never explicitly theorizes the girl‘s stupidity (86).
The girl, however, persists as a (de)privileged figure of stupidity in the text, which is one reason why Ronell‘s
engagement with stupidity, as opposed to that of other theorists felt, to me, in tune with Austen‘s depictions of the
girl‘s stupidity. Jacques Lacan‘s discussion of stupidity in the seminar on female sexuality would, in particular, be a
viable alternative theoretical framework for bringing together gender and stupidity. However, his discussion of the
stupidity of the signifier seemed less pertinent to my reading of Austen than Ronell‘s theorization of stupidity.
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See, for example, ―I would have liked to tell you more about the experience of stupidity, for I have done a great
deal of fieldwork in this area and have felt stupid for most of my life‖ (93). Irony lurks like a landmine in this
sentence. Ronell maintained a personal and intellectual relationship with Derrida, received professional (if fraught)
mentoring from de Man, and has published several very well received books, so how stupid could she really feel or
be? On the other hand, a grown woman who appears in the documentary Derrida with brightly-colored minibarrettes in her hair gets my vote for possessing at least some of the girlish sensibility that inevitably includes
sensations of stupidity.
38
In fact, it is through what de Man calls ―the impossibility of reading‖ that Ronell construes reading as a prime site
for encounters with internal and external stupidity (Allegories of Reading 77). Reading is not impossible because of
illiteracy or any problem in following out a single interpretive line, but because, as de Man‘s essays demonstrate
over and over, every text (by virtue of its rhetoric) produces incompatible ―meanings [that] fight each other with the
blind power of stupidity‖ (Allegories of Reading 76). Taking on the question of reading from sites in texts that
produce confusion and interpretive failures, both de Man and Ronell could be said to read from a position very much
like that of the girls at the center of Austen‘s texts.
39
For a detailed discussion of this scene in Northanger Abbey and that novel‘s broader interest in sophisticating
paranoia—particularly paranoia about stupidity and naïveté—by appearing to understand that paranoia to the point
of boredom, see Joseph Litvak‘s ―Bon Chic, Bon Genre‖ in Strange Gourmets: Sophistication, Theory, and the
Novel.
40
For a rich discussion of intimacy and friendship in Austen‘s novels, life, and Austen criticism, see Mary Ann
O‘Farrell‘s ―Jane Austen‘s Friendship‖ in Janeites: Austen’s Disciples and Devotes.
41
This definition is taken from Barnhart, C. L. The American College Dictionary. New York: Random House, 1966.
42
Upon the birth of Anna‘s first child, Austen wrote, ―As I wish very much to see your Jemima, I am sure you will
like to see my Emma, & have therefore great pleasure in sending it for your perusal,‖ implying that women must
choose either books or babies as their life‘s pursuit (Le Faye 310).
43
The question of ―Who is reading?‖ functions as a primal question in Robert Scholes‘s essay, ―Reading Like a
Man,‖ which opens by reflecting on reading as a primal or even primary school question that we never escape:
―What is reading? How should we read? These are questions that begin before Kindergarten and extend beyond all
schooling‖ (Men in Feminism 204). For all of the problems of this essay (and they are outlined pointedly in Diana
Fuss‘s essay, ―Reading Like a Feminist‖), it successfully captures the paranoia, frustration, and aggression of
reading, which can make the act of reading and being read feel both infantile and infantilizing.
44
To get just a taste of the territorialism of Austen readers and their division into pseudo-ethnographic camps, take
the quiz, ―How Do We Love Jane Austen? Let Us Count the Ways,‖ found in Natalie Tyler‘s The Friendly Jane
Austen. This quiz divides readers into four groups: Janeites, Members of the Gentle Jane School, the Ironic Jane
School, and the Subversive Jane School.
45
For a related argument about the ways in which Miller reads Austen like a girl, see Sonia Hofkosh‘s ―The
Illusionist: Northanger Abbey and Austen‘s Uses of Enchantment.‖
46
But for a reading of Austen‘s narrator as unaware of certain desires and casts of events in the novels, see William
Galperin‘s The Historical Austen, particularly the chapter on ―Narrative Incompetence in Northanger Abbey.‖
47
Deidre Lynch‘s comments on the adoration of Janeite readers also hint at the defensive structure of love when she
asserts that
[W]e might do well to consider the vehemence of the partisanship that [Austen‘s] life and works inspire
(we are dealing with true love, not mere admiration), and, as the counterpart to such devotion, the equally
passionate expressions of acrimony that they can provoke (the very writers whom we might reasonably
decide to classify as Austen‘s disciples are capable of switching abruptly from emulation to resentment).
(7)
The halting syntax of this sentence makes it difficult to discern at first that the ―acrimony‖ and ―resentment‖ of the
Janeite take Austen‘s life and works as their object. The other side of love, this aggression against Austen forms a
part of the Janeite repertoire that quickly slips out of sight in Lynch‘s incisive history of Austen criticism as a realm
where the ―Other Reader‖ is always a dummy who can‘t appreciate Austen properly and who would provoke her
contempt (7, 12). Lynch‘s insight, of course, sets me up to be one of these insufferable know-it-alls, just as surely as
my acknowledgment of this structure throws up a panicked self-defense against such stupidity. Pushing on
(valiantly or dumbly) despite these potential pitfalls (or pratfalls) in my own reading, I would argue that the
tenacious love and protectiveness displayed by readers toward Austen may provide a means of sticking to her that
makes it harder for her to slap the reader around
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As Austen‘s niece Caroline Mary Craven Austen notes in her short memoir, ―My Aunt Jane Austen,‖ a foreign
friend visiting her family in the late nineteenth century wished to know ―Miss Austen‘s opinions on the great public
events of her time,‖ the French Revolution and the long period of war that followed, concluding with the battle of
Waterloo (A Memoir of Jane Austen and Other Family Recollections 173). Yet Caroline could not say; in fact, as
she relates, ―it was a question that had never before presented itself to me‖ (173). Caroline‘s subsequent speculation
that Austen followed the Tory family politics has been shared by many critics, including Marilyn Butler, who was
one of the first critics to resist the notion that Austen was apolitical and unaware of world events, arguing instead
that Austen was a conservative Christian moralist. Butler‘s rather dour portrait of Austen, which rarely considers
the ambivalence created by her irony, at least has the virtue of recognizing that the politics of a novel can appear in
other fashions than overt references to the great pubic events of the day. As Susan Fraiman points out in an
excellent essay on Austen‘s relationship to colonialism, ―Jane Austen and Edward Said: Gender, Culture, and
Imperialism,‖ the tendency of regarding Austen as limited and apolitical has a longstanding history in literary
criticism. According to Fraiman, it is precisely Austen‘s ―littleness‖ and narrow provincial settings that have
permitted the too simplistic assumption that she knows nothing and has nothing to say about the world outside of
England. Indeed, as Fraiman illustrates, Austen‘s references to colonialism are more self-conscious than Said
assumes them to be in Culture and Imperialism and include significant parallels between imperialism and the
disenfranchisement of women. Importantly for my argument, what Fraiman regards as Austen‘s lampooning of
English pretenses to worldliness finds its prime example in the performances of ―three girls‖: Maria and Julia
Bertram and Fanny Price (Janeites 215). The girl, in this instance, emblematically bears the burden for national
stupidity.
49
Called with a great deal of excitement to the Collins‘ dining room by her fellow guest, Maria Lucas, Elizabeth
asks, ―‗And is this all? […] ‗I expected at least that the pigs were got into the garden, and here is nothing but Lady
Catherine and her daughter!‘‖ (122) Maria, as Austen writes, is ―quite shocked at the mistake,‖ which she takes to
be the mistaking of Mrs. Jenkins, Miss De Bourgh‘s companion, for Lady Catherine. Elizabeth, thus has a private
joke on the De Bourghs, whether she intended to or not, by virtue of Maria not recognizing that Elizabeth meant to
mistake Lady Catherine for a pig rather than a lady‘s companion.
50
I borrow the term ―outlaw father‖ from Helena Gurfinkel‘s study of non-normative forms of patriarchy in
nineteenth- and twentieth-century literature. Gurfinkel examines kinder, gentler, queerer, and more passive forms of
fatherhood that coexist with and disrupt traditional notions of the patriarch as angry, violent, domineering, and
incapable of loving, identificatory, and non-competitive relationships with other men. While Mr. Bennet may not
absolutely fit the paradigm of the traditional patriarch, he hardly fits this more appealing model of masculinity
either.
51
While classifying Austen as a cynic in an introduction to a new edition of Pride and Prejudice, George Saintsbury
commented, ―like her own Mr. Bennet, she took an epicurean delight in dissecting, in displaying, in setting at work
her fools and her mean persons‖ (Southam Vol. 2 217). Somewhere in my reading on Austen, I came across a
reference to a friend of the Austen family who thought that Mr. Bennet‘s tone and style of speech greatly resembled
Austen‘s, but this is one of the few pieces of information I didn‘t record in my notes and cannot re-locate. I suspect
this reference is somewhere in The Critical Heritage or possible in David Nokes‘s biography of Austen.
52
For a discussion of the imbricated sexual and class-based pleasures to be had with stupidity, see Joseph Litvak‘s
discussion of Mr. Bennet and Elizabeth as ―Self-styled connoisseurs of the stupid and vulgar‖ (Strange Gourmets
26).
53
In her introductory survey of philosophy‘s imbroglio with stupidity, Ronell finds that some of the hardest working
readers—readers like Mary Bennet—are prime examples of stupidity: ―Curiously, the stupid subject is for Jean Paul
a reader, one who shows more interest in the thought of others than in generating his own thought‖ (16).
54
According to Mary Ann O‘Farrell, one name for this bored knowingness that Elizabeth exhibits is sophistication.
―Sophistication‘s work,‖ O‘Farrell argues, ―is to defend against the recognitions that comprise mortification‖ (34).
One of the poses that allows both readers and characters to escape the blindness imposed upon them by narration,
sophistication provides the buffer of what O‘Farrell describes as already knowing the score: ―Nothing more deflates
the storyteller than the sophisticate‘s refusal of submission: ‗I know‘ or (more subtle) ‗I heard.‘[…] Sophistication
responds to the threat of being made a character (the threat of characterization) by assuming the position of
knowledge or of telling‖ (35-36). Elizabeth, however, fails to perfectly execute such blasé knowingness in the case
of Wickham‘s betrayal. She can‘t quite resist having a little trill of triumph over her dumb younger sisters, which
spoils the effect of her mature indifference.
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On Mr. Bennet as an abusive father, see Margaret Anne Doody‘s introduction to Oxford World‘s Classics 2004
and 1990 editions of Sense and Sensibility and Rachel M. Brownstein‘s chapter on ―Northanger Abbey, Sense and
Sensibility, and Pride and Prejudice‖ in The Cambridge Companion to Jane Austen.
56
For more on Austen‘s acute awareness of bawdy jokes, double entendres, and other worldly matter supposedly
impossible for a lady to know, see Jillian Heydt-Stevenson‘s Unbecoming Conjunctions: Subversive Laughter,
Embodied History.
57
In more than one letter sent directly to Caroline or to immediate family members who were likely to read it aloud
in Caroline‘s presence, Jane Austen praises James Edward‘s writing and criticizes Caroline‘s. See, for instance,
Austen‘s letter to Caroline of January 23, 1817: ―He read his two Chapters to us the first Evening;--both good—but
especially the last in our opinion. We think it has more of the Spirit & Entertainment of the subsequent. […] Your
Anne is dreadful—. But nothing offends me so much as the absurdity of not being able to pronounce the word Shift.
I could forgive her any follies in English, rather than the Mock Modesty of that French word‖ (Le Faye 325). See
also the letter of March 14, 1817: ―I give your Authorship credit for bearing Criticism so well.—I hope Edward is
not idle. No matter what becomes of the Craven Exhibition provided he goes on with his Novel. In that, he will
find his true fame & his true wealth‖ (Le Faye 334). In neither of these instances is Austen overtly denigrating
Caroline‘s writing. Her comments could be said to immure Caroline to the harsh assessments of the publishing
world, particularly for women. However, it stings, even at a remove, to hear James Edward so generously praised
while his sister bears much more minute criticism.

Chapter 2
58

For discussions of Amy Dorrit‘s selflessness, see Hilary Schor‘s ―Amy Dorrit‘s Prison Notebooks‖ in Dickens
and the Daughter of the House, Patricia Ingham‘s ―Nobody‘s Fault: The Scope of the Negative in Little Dorrit,‖
Michael Slater‘s Dickens and Women, and Lionel Trilling‘s famous comments on Amy as the ―Paraclete in female
form,‖ which can be found in The Opposing Self and in a collection of older essays on Dickens, The Dickens Critics.
For discussions of Nell Trent‘s selflessness, see John Kucich‘s ―Death Worship among the Victorians: The Old
Curiosity Shop,‖ Catherine Robson‘s excellent chapter on ―The Ideal Girl in Industrial England‖ from her book Men
in Wonderland: The Lost Childhood of the Victorian Gentleman, and William Cohen‘s brief commentary on The
Old Curiosity Shop in chapter two of Embodied: Victorian Literature and the Senses.
59
For a related argument, see Sarah Winter‘s ―Domestic Fictions: Feminine Deference and Maternal Shadow Labor
in Dickens‘ Little Dorrit.‖ Although I think this essay indulges a bit one-sidedly in blaming Amy for the
uncomfortable status of women under patriarchy, I appreciate Winter‘s alignment of Amy Dorrit with the ―Gorgon,‖
Mrs. Clennam: ―Little Dorrit is also a ‗Medusa,‘: the petrifying power of her role as feminine ideal effectively
paralyzes any woman who fails to live up to her standard‖ (250).
60
Simmons uses eight different terms to describe what I am calling passive aggression: hidden, silent, indirect,
covert, non-physical, alternative, unconventional, and secret. Anne Campbell, from whose work on gendered
aggression I take my second epigraph, similarly uses synonyms for passive aggression, including private,
unrecognized, and misunderstood aggression. While I am sympathetic to the desire to rename the ugly behavior of
passive aggression with a term that does not carry the connotative and pop-cultural baggage of female weakness and
duplicity, I also think that completely ignoring the term (which is used in the field of psychology) looks like a polite
way of tidying up the aggressive acts of girls that the authors of these works claim to want to bring into the light.
61
In From Copyright to Copperfield: The Identity of Dickens, Welsh describes the passive aggression enacted by
David Copperfield as function of the novel divided between character and author: David ―attains what he wishes and
those who stand in his way are bowled over—not by his own actions but by the course of events unrolled by
Dickens. […] Copperfield remains passive and law-abiding; Dickens goes about eliminating characters who stand in
his hero‘s path and rewarding ‗thorough-going, ardent, and sincere earnestness‘‖ (146-147) In Welsh‘s reading,
Dickens‘s murderousness facilitates David‘s success as a self-made man, and the popularity of the novel reveals
―how comfortably passive-aggressive designs suit the fantasy lives of the bourgeoisie‖ (148). I am interested,
however, in Welsh‘s segregation of aggression and passivity into author and character functions. Dickens‘s firstperson boy narrators often seem to stand by and observe as things happen to them (whether these events are caused
by other characters or the novelist). But Amy and Nell, as I have been trying to suggest, embody both passivity and
aggression. They use passivity as an aggressive act, and they rarely can be caught simply observing events as they
occur. They do not need an author or a narrating adult version of themselves to make things happen. Esther
Summerson, who narrates parts of Bleak House in the first-person, occupies an interesting middle ground between
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the passive boys who narrate their stories as adults and the passive aggressive girls whose thoughts, emotions, and
actions are conveyed by an omniscient narrator. As I indicate in the body of this chapter, Esther‘s narration enacts
the self-minimization that she, Amy, and Nell use to attract and manipulate others, so first and third-person narration
may not provide a hard and fast distinction between passive and passive aggressive characters.
62
See Alex Woloch‘s The One vs. the Many: Minor Characters and the Space of the Protagonist in the Novel,
particularly pages 188-194, for a discussion of the child‘s ―overwhelmed‖ focalization in Dickens‘s novels.
63
Kucick ―Death Worship among the Victorians‖ 69, Lisa Hartsell Jackson ―Little Nell‘s Nightmare: Sexual
Awakening and Insomnia in Dickens‘s The Old Curiosity Shop‖ 54, Robson Men in Wonderland 75.
64
I am thinking here of the excellent Foucaultian readings that have been performed of this novel and the Victorian
novel in general. See Sherri Wolf‘s ―The Enormous Power of No Body: Little Dorrit and the Logic of Expansion‖
and D.A. Miller‘s The Novel and the Police.
65
The passive aggressive edge to Amy‘s self-reference as an ―unprotected‖ girl echoes in Miss Wade‘s more blatant
jab at Arthur Clennam and Mr. Meagles when they attempt to entice the runaway Tattycoram to leave Miss Wade‘s
lodgings. Finding both women resistant to the idea that Tattycoram‘s status as an adopted servant is a great good
fortune, Meagles and Arthur begin dissecting Miss Wade‘s ―anger and ill blood‖ in front of the two women (349).
Miss Wade retorts acidly, ―‗I am alone here gentlemen….Say anything you will‘‖ (351). Laying bare the rules of
polite behavior towards a lady transgressed by these gentlemen, Miss Wade also exposes weakness as a weapon,
particularly as women use it against men. Both the nice girl and the angry woman—similarly described as ―selfsuppressed‖ and as someone who ―subdues herself‖—tactically accentuate their vulnerability in order to defend
themselves from unwanted attention, a maneuver that trenches on Schor‘s insight that ―the role of the good daughter
I complexly interwoven with that of her angry double‖ (Little Dorrit 235, 349; Dickens and the Daughter of the
House 2).
66
Reading Amy Dorrit as an emblem of a Foucaultian disciplinary ethos of self-regulation meant to guilt the other
characters into more responsible economic and moral behavior, Sherri Wolf similarly notes that Amy Dorrit‘s ―ethos
of minimalism, restraint, and self-effacement…engages in its own subtle expansionist practices….her tiny presence
produces highly individuating self-negating and self-corrective attitudes in virtually everybody with whom she has
contact‖ (2). While I find this argument incredibly persuasive, particularly in its careful attention to Little Dorrit’s
size-conscious value system, it participates in a critical trend of viewing Dickens‘s nice girls only as ideological
symbols and ignoring them as individuals. Amy‘s anti-acquisitive ethic of self-effacement certainly can be regarded
as a model for larger social discipline, which accounts for the prominent critical recoil from her as a covertly
domineering and unlikeable character: ―the novel‘s central jailor,‖ as Kincaid calls her, or ―the frequently
unpalatable epitome of Victorian femininity,‖ in Annamarie Jagose‘s assessment, or ―the novel‘s universal emotion
banker‖ as Sarah Winter terms her because the novel mortgages all of the other characters‘ emotional wants to the
infinite reserve of Little Dorrit‘s love (―Blessings for the Worthy‖ 17, 426, 252). However, I am trying to point out
some of the disfiguring social pressures that cause Amy to behave like a hall monitor. It should be remembered that
Amy loses her ―quiet self-command‖ when John attempts to propose to her not just because she has no romantic
feelings for him, not just because she loves someone else, but also because she recognizes that her father has
basically pimped her to John in exchange for preferential treatment from John‘s father, the head jailor at the
Marshalsea (235). The single instance when Amy vocally rebukes her father and insists on placing her own
individuality if not before, at least on par with, the idealized image of female selflessness follows John‘s aborted
endeavor to express his feelings. Mr. Dorrit‘s pathetically disguised allegory about another turnkey who
―admired—respectfully admired—the—not the daughter, the sister—of one of us‖ and its moral that this young lady
―might lead him on,‖ eventually causes Amy to cry out, ―Only think of me, father, for one little moment!‖ (244,
246) Framed in terms of the minimum requirement, Amy‘s plea for the recognition of her selfhood on the one hand
underscores the modesty of her request for a ―little‖ attention, and on the other hand needles her father in his selfabsorption.
67
As my reading of Amy‘s behavior on the Iron Bridge may indicate, I disagree with Ruth Bernard Yeazell‘s
assessment in her essay, ―Do it or Dorrit,‖ that Amy is aggressive only on behalf of others: ―what most enables
Dickens to represent this heroine as actively desiring and doing, I would suggest, is the conviction that what she
desires to do is to engage in self-sacrifice….Aggression ‗for the sake for the sake of the rest,‘ in other words, is not
aggression‖ (48-49).
68
For an excellent reading of Orwell‘s comments on Dickens‘s characters and their intersection with the
anthropomorphic commodity in British literary and market culture, see Deidre Lynch‘s The Economy of Character:
Novels, Market Culture, and the Business of Inner Meaning.
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For a related account of the aggressively defensive attitude of Dickens‘s prefaces, see Philip Collins‘s introduction
to Charles Dickens: The Critical Heritage: ―Dickens‘s Prefaces…mostly consist of replies to his critics (usually
unnamed); he defends his characters and incidents as more credible, his institutional pictures as more representative,
his ideas as more just and salutary, than they have been recognized‖ (8).
70
For a pointed reading of Dickens‘s sadistic (and cannibalistic) entertainment practices, see Joseph Litvak‘s ―Bad
Scene: Oliver Twist and the Pathology of Entertainment.‖
71
For discussions of Amy and Nell as flat characters, symbols, or allegories rather than a complex personages, see
Richard Walsh ―Why We Wept for Little Nell: Character and Emotional Development,‖ John Bowen ―Spirit and the
Allegorical Child: Little Nell‘s Moral Aesthetic,‖ Alexander Welsh ―The Spirit of Love and Truth‖ in The City of
Dickens, and F. R.Leavis and Q.D. Leavis Dickens the Novelist.
72
These admirers include the schoolmaster, the nameless Birmingham factory worker, the single gentleman, the
bachelor, Kit Nubbles, and Mr. Garland. In Men in Wonderland, Robson argues persuasively that ―Little Nell, […]
the novel‘s principle representative of childhood, bears her condition entirely as a service for others—or more
precisely, for male others‖ (76). The search for Nell brings together a fellowship of (mostly old) men who forge
social, economic, and familial connections via the adolescent girl, who, in Robson‘s incisive analysis, represents a
prelapsarian male past anterior to competition, labor, and adult heterosexual relations. Dickens effectively renders a
social paste out of Nell‘s dead body, or, as Kucich puts it, Nell ―is an invitation to a common mourning and a
corresponding sense of recovered community‖ (69). Yet when viewed as an individual rather than as a symbolic
function that facilitates other characters‘ fantasies or social connection, Nell causes a certain amount of friction in
the smooth allegorizing pressure imposed upon her by other characters and the novel.
73
For a discussion of Dickens‘s childhood performances, see the first chapter of Fred Kaplan‘s Dickens: A
Biography.
74
As Small notes, Dickens insisted that tickets and seating at the public readings be priced and arranged so that
good seats could purchased by relatively poor audience members who might find themselves positioned next to the
relatively wealthy. Such mixing of classes always threatened to become volatile: ―The Readings aimed to assist
such an incorporation of meritorious member of the working classes into middle-class culture, and while their
success was considerable, they reveal, nonetheless, a discernible alarm on the part of the Reading organizers that
this reading public was a precarious entity: one which, in less competent hands than Dickens‘s, might be liable to
violent breakup‖ (271). Dickens himself, although usually humorous or sentimental in recording his audiences‘
reactions to the public readings, often betrays anxiety that his audiences may expect to be bored or grow unruly. To
Wilkie Collins he commented, ―They don‘t quite understand beforehand what it is, I think, and expect a man to be
sitting down in some corner, droning away like a mild bagpipe‖ (Letters Vol. 8, 623). For another excellent
interpretation of Dickens‘s public readings and their relation to authorship and authority, see Ivan Kreilkamp‘s
Voice and the Victorian Storyteller.
75
Twenty-first-century websites like cuteoverload.com also operate according to a must-see logic, updating daily
their almost entirely visual content of kitty, bunny, and baby pictures. Such images induce in viewers what the
Urban Dictionary defines as a ―cutegasm‖: the ―reaction one feels when being exposed to something overly cute,
[which] may be an emotional, physical, or even sexual response.‖ There is a sadistic edge to these too-cute-to-bear
images and objects, both in the creator‘s intent to provoke an intense involuntary response in the audience and in the
violence and humiliation involved in the cute thing‘s staging. The latter point has been richly illustrated by
journalists pondering the recent ―cuteness surge‖ and the images it mobilizes: terrorized babies on youtube,
selectively-bred fainting goats, animals in casts, and itty-bitty-kitties clashing on kittenwars.com. (See Sharon
Steel‘s article on ―The Cuteness Surge‖ in The Boston Phoenix and JimWindolf‘s ―Addicted to Cute‖ in Vanity
Fair). Dickens, however, perfected these tricks long before we beleaguered post-moderns began using cute objects
to blot out (and work out) war, terrorism, environmental disasters, and bleak economies. Moreover, he recognizes
the capacity of the cute object to do violence by exploiting its own qualities of cuteness.
76
For a related discussion of the ―blurring‖ between Nell and Dickens, see Hilary Schor‘s brief reading of the
preface to The Old Curiosity Shop in Chapter 1 of Dickens and the Daughter of the House: ―Praise of little Nell
becomes praise of Boz; her peregrinations become the public progress of the novel-in-parts; and author and heroine
blur together in a ‗glow‘ of pleasure and encouragement‖ (21).
77
For a complete list of the dates and venues of Dickens‘s public readings that notes which characters he performed
and novels he read from, see Malcolm Andrews‘s Charles Dickens and His Performing Selves.
78
Kaplan summarizes this view nicely by calling The Old Curiosity Shop ―the Victorian touchstone for the
empathetic novel, in which author and reader create a community of shared feeling‖ (117).
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79

Flora Finching pronounces perhaps the most compelling judgment of the name Little Dorrit as a cipher. Even her
metonymic mind cannot connect the designation to a human being, instead likening it to ―a place down in the
country with a turnpike, or a favorite pony or a puppy or a bird or something from a seed-shop to be put in a garden
or a flower-pot and come up speckled‖ (289-290).
80
There could, I suppose, be a redeeming kinkiness to the arrangement by which Amy retains a version of her
maiden name and denominates herself as a kind of child bride. But her nominal preservation of her pre-marital
relationship with Arthur seems to me of a piece with her authoritarian and unilateral decision to have him burn,
without his knowledge, the codicil to his father‘s will that would have revealed the secret of his parentage and
exposed the machinations of his prior mother substitute, Mrs. Clennam.
81
In ―Blessings for the Worthy: Dickens‘s Little Dorrit and the Nature of Rants,‖ Kincaid argues very persuasively
that Amy keeps her father chained to the Marshalsea even once he escapes it because ―her being depends on her
father‘s weakness…So, when she can‘t actually haul him back, she kills him and finds another papa-in-prison,
Arthur, whom she can nurse and control‖ (25). See also Wolf‘s ―The Enormous Power of No Body‖ and my
argument with this nonetheless excellent essay in note ix above.
82
Mr. Panks is a prime example of the object-like cute character in Dickens novels, who, like John Chivery, is
abused and distorted by the novel‘s socio-narrative structure. Applying Woloch‘s theory of the minor character to
Little Dorrit, we can see Mr. Panks, who does not make an appearance in The One vs. the Many, chugging in and out
of the novel‘s narrative reverse-personified (or thingified) as ―a little steam-engine with more steam than it knew
what to do with‖ (407). As a minor character, Panks occupies a limited narrative space that condenses him to his
identifying tic of extreme energy bursting out of a body similarly reduced to an industrious machine, which
metaphorizes his social condition (and complaint) of being made for nothing but work (407). Dickens‘s clever
metaphors turn Panks into an adorable little toy along the lines of Thomas the Tank Engine, but they also expose the
work cuteness itself does to disguise the pain of work. Far from being a frivolous quality, cuteness, I am arguing,
performs many types of labor including social stratification, emotional manipulation, and the enforcement of
traditional gender paradigms. But cuteness is not simply a mask worn and imposed by official structures of power.
It can also be used, as Dickens‘s little women show us, to dodge, subvert, and misbehave through compulsory
regimes of personhood.
83
Like Amy, who zigzags across the Thames on her way home from work so that no one will see her going directly
home to the Marshalsea, Dickens similarly performed at least one elaborate commute to disguise his residence at the
Marshalsea. Unable to shake off his co-worker, Bob Fagin, who wanted to be certain the younger boy arrived home
safely, Dickens ―was too proud to let him know about the prison, and, after making several efforts to get rid of him,
to all of which Bob Fagin in his goodness was deaf, shook hands with him on the steps of a house near Southwark
Bridge on the Surrey side, making believe that I lived there. As a finishing piece of reality in case of his looking
back, I knocked at the door, I recollect, and asked, when the woman opened it, if that was Mr. Robert Fagin‘s house‖
(32).
84
Cohen‘s dexterous reading of the various hand-signals in Dickens‘s novels can be found in ―Manual Conduct in
Great Expectations.‖
85
For instances of the former, see David and Winter. For instances of the latter, see Kincaid‘s ―Blessings for the
Worthy‖ and Patricia Ingham‘s ―Nobody‘s Fault.‖
86
For an important argument about the necessity of unfolding the stories of the anti-heroine, see Annamarie
Jagose‘s ―Remembering Miss Wade: Little Dorrit and the Historicizing of Female Perversity.‖
87
In addition to David‘s essay, ―Little Dorrit’s Theater of Rage,‖ see Winter‘s ―Domestic Fictions,‖ where Miss
Wade figures as a heroic final image of female anger, and Barbara Black‘s ―A Sisterhood of Rage and Beauty:
Dickens‘ Rosa Dartle, Miss Wade, and Madame Defarge,‖ which briefly recognizes the anger of Dickens‘s good
girls but ultimately champions the bad girls of the Dickens canon.
88
For a rich reading of theatrical scenes played out in mundane and anti-theatrical spaces within the nineteenthcentury novel, see Joseph Litvak‘s Caught in the Act: Theatricality in the Nineteenth-Century English Novel.
89
In addition to the examples of Amy‘s handy work that I discuss in the body of my paper, she also uses a
restraining hand upon her father when he becomes outraged upon hearing that she has accompanied his ―pensioner‖
Old Nandy through the public streets (Chapter 31, Book I), and when her father tries to subtly imply that Amy
should encourage John Chivery‘s attentions because the turnkeys can make her father‘s life of imprisonment more
comfortable (Chapter 19, Book I).
90
Amy at the very least unconsciously wishes to shame and punish her father, as suggested in her report to Arthur
Clennam of having ―over and over again dreamed of taking my place at dinner at Venice when we have had a large
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company, in the morning for my poor mother which I wore when I was eight years old, and wore long after it was
threadbare and would mend no more‖ (580). This dream comes true (with a notable reversal in the embarrassing
party) when Mr. Dorrit suffers a breakdown at one of Mrs. Merdle‘s glamorous dinners in Rome and begins
welcoming the ladies and gentlemen present to the Marshalsea. While Dickens describes Amy as ―touching him‖
and ―trying to get him away‖ in her compassion for him, ―Phiz‖ significantly illustrates this scene with Amy in her
familiar pose of patient forbearance, restraining hands upon her father‘s arm (676). The grandees at this dinner
respond to the ―exceeding mortification‖ of Mrs. Merdle rather than to Amy‘s ministrations, but Dorrit is
nonetheless put (back) in his place by this outburst. From that night to his death, he believes himself back in the
Marshalsea and under the care of his daughter‘s hand: ―he would suffer no one but her to touch him‖ (679). Dickens
ensures that Dorrit gets his punishment for under-appreciating the child he names his ―favorite‖ (498). Here again
we can see Dickens obscuring Amy‘s low-key revenge tactics with his own more grandiose acts of punishment.

Chapter 3
91

Although there are many accounts of the British novel that discuss its representation and creation (or the mimesis
and genesis) of human interiority, the critic who has most greatly informed my understanding of such functions of
the novel is Nancy Armstrong in both Desire and Domestic Fiction and How Novels Think. Armstrong‘s work is
particularly important to this dissertation because of her related claims that ―the modern individual [at the heart of
the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century novel] was first and foremost a woman‖ and that this woman played a central
role in translating a model of human value based on heredity to one in which ―an individual‘s value‖ was based ―in
terms of his, but more often in terms of her, essential qualities of mind‖ (Desire and Domestic Fiction 8, 4).
Significantly, Richardson‘s Pamela, who anchors the introductions of both of Armstrong‘s books on the formation
of the human subject in and by the British novel, is 15-years-old, putting her very much on the borderline between
woman and girl, particularly in the eighteenth century when girls tended to reach menarche in their late teens. Many
of the women who play major roles in Armstrong‘s argument are very young women or, arguably, girls.
92
Several other critics have persuasively connected Trollope with women and femininity. See William A. Cohen‘s
―Trollope‘s Trollope,‖ the chapters on Trollope in Leonard Shengold‘s Is There Life Without Mother?, and Jane
Nardin‘s study He Knew She was Right: The Independent Woman in the Novels of Anthony Trollope. The cover
image selected for the 1999 Oxford University Press edition of An Autobiography also brilliantly associates Trollope
with women and girls. It is a detail from a painting titled ―A Private View‖ by William Powell Frith that depicts a
crowd of people at an art gallery with Trollope standing abreast of two women and a little girl, all obliquely facing
the viewer. One of these women appears to be contemplating a painting in front of her (which is outside the frame
of Frith‘s painting) and the other is writing what are presumably comments about the artwork in a small notebook.
The little girl, poised to write something in a similar notebook, looks up at the two women, regarding them as the
objects of study (and perhaps imitation) rather than the paintings. Trollope, notebook and pencil in hand, duplicates
the pose of the girl by also scrutinizing the women. The gazes of Trollope and the little girl converge on the women
as objects of fascination and link this particular man and girl as subjects occupying a similar position, even
doppelgangers. The other men in this portion of the painting are either looking intently at the artwork or socially
engaged with men. Frith, I believe, has already visually accomplished half of my argument.
93
See Walter Kendrick‘s The Novel-Machine: The Theory and Fiction of Anthony Trollope, particularly the chapter,
―Writing Love‖ for a related discussion of love as propelling Trollope‘s novels. Kendrick‘s reading, however,
focuses this topic through a discussion of Trollope‘s theory of realism.
94
On the Victorian concern with having a larger population of women than men, see the article, ―Why are Women
Redundant?‖ reprinted in W.R. Greg‘s Literary and Social Judgments (1873).
95
Industry and punctuality are next to godliness in Trollope‘s measurement of himself against the scale of human
worth he constructs: ―With all the pages that I have written for magazines I have never been a day late, nor have I
ever caused inconvenience by sending less or more matter than I had stipulated to supply. But I have sometimes
found myself compelled to suffer by the irregularity of others. …The industrious must feed the idle….The punctual,
who keep none waiting for them, are doomed to wait perpetually for the unpunctual. But these earthly sufferers
know that they are making their way heavenwards,—and their oppressors their way elsewards‖ (327).
96
For a more detailed discussion of the tricky moral and socio-economic balancing act the middle-class girl had to
perform in relation to being useful, see Deborah Gorham‘s The Victorian Girl and the Feminine Ideal, particularly
chapter three, ―‗Sunbeams‘ and ‗Hoydens‘: Images of Girlhood in the Victorian Period.‖ While the ideal girl was
supposed to be emotionally and morally helpful to her family, this type of industry was understood as a very
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different sort of labor than that of the men working in the Victorian public sphere. The girl‘s ―job‖ involved
creating an easeful refuge from the world of work for fathers and brothers.
97
See chapters 10 and 17 of An Autobiography for other instances in which Trollope mentions the author who
annoyed the publishers in Paternoster Row.
98
Cohen is also interested in the glitches in Trollope‘s system of value, or more precisely in his systems of value.
By paralleling Trollope and Lizzie Eustace, he emphasizes their similar espousal of contradictory sets of values: a
variable market value (for jewels, novels, or wives) and an immutable set of values (like authenticity, heredity, and
authority) that would at least seem to come from on high, or some imperturbable locus external to the vagaries of
individual desire, public opinion, or capitalism. Ultimately, however, an ―underlying collusion‖ joins these
purportedly antithetical modes of value, as the essay skillfully demonstrates (248). I have found Cohen‘s argument
(dare I say?) invaluable to my own reading of Trollope in his interrogation of the grounds of value in Trollope‘s
works.
99
For discussions of the nineteenth-century obsession with utility, see Joan Copjec ―The Sartorial Superego‖ in
Read My Desire: Lacan Against the Historicists and T.J. Barringer Men at Work: Art and Labour in Victorian
Britain.
100
Slavoj Zizek similarly notes that production can be fetishized, observing that in ‗making-of‘ documentaries about
Hollywood films, ―the production process, far from being the secret locus of the prohibited, of what cannot be
shown, of what is concealed by the fetish, serves as the fetish which fascinates with its presence‖ (The Plague of
Fantasies 102).
101
Barbara Johnson offers the following succinct definition of metaphor in A World of Difference: ―In metaphor, the
substitution is based on resemblance or analogy‖ (155). And as Paul de Man reminds us in his discussion of
metaphor in Allegories of Reading, this type of substitution is made ―on the basis of a resemblance that hides
differences which permitted the existence of entities in the first place‖ (145).
102
The first anecdotal example of a fetish in ―Fetishism‖ significantly depends upon the linguistic problem of
translation. A man who fetishizes a shine on the nose does so, Freud explains, because he acquired the nose as a
fetish in an English-speaking childhood, and when he moved to Germany and ―forgot his mother-tongue almost
completely,‖ he homonymically turned the glance at the nose that aroused him to a ―Glanz auf der Nase,‖ or shine
on the nose. The nose itself is a substitute or metaphor for the mother‘s (missing) penis, but the shine is
metonymically added through an association of sound. In order to avoid dissipating the trajectory of my larger
argument in this essay, I have not discussed the importance of metonymy in fetishism, but as critics like Jane Gallop
and Barbara Johnson have shown, metaphor and metonymy always go hand in hand as a ―cosmic couple‖ (A World
of Difference 155, Reading Lacan 114-132). Certainly metonymy is also at work in ―Fetishism,‖ perhaps most
noticeably in the associative logic of the foot, shoe, fur, or underclothing taken as fetishes not because they resemble
the penis but because they were the ―last impression before‖ the sight of the female genitals (354). Metonymy plays
an important part in loosening the metaphors Trollope uses to establish his identity. As I show later in this chapter,
metonymic contingency causes the collapse and confusion of the literal and figurative ―letters‖ that Trollope evokes
in the intertwined descriptions of his postal and literary work.
103
Freud explains, ―In very subtle instances both the disavowal and the affirmation of the castration have found their
way into the construction of the fetish itself‖ (356). One example Freud provides of this ―divided attitude of
fetishists‖ as represented by the fetish object is an athletic support belt that conceals the genitals and leaves open (or,
better, leaves covered) the question of the penis‘s presence or absence under the belt.
104
In a well-schematized reading, Shengold argues that Trollope‘s ―application to duty was characteristic of the
work (writing and otherwise) of both parents. Fanny‘s compulsive potentials were a response to need, used willfully
and adaptively to accomplish the financial support of her family in the face of so much unexpected poverty and
family illness. Thomas Anthony‘s version was a stubborn, hostile, and plodding aspect of his compulsive
character….Anthony‘s compulsive methodology followed more the paternal than the maternal model—although he
may have exaggerated it in his descriptions; there was a flexibility and certainly much more humor in Anthony‘s
compulsive tendencies than in his father‘s darker and more destructive ones‖ (125).
105
For a more detailed discussion of the thing‘s opacity and ―recalcitrant nature‖ in the context of Heidegger‘s ―On
the Origin of the Work of Art,‖ see Timothy Clark‘s Martin Heidegger in the Routledge Critical Thinkers series
(59).
106
Gorham argues, ―Many lower-middle-class girls must have received two contradictory sets of messages about
how they ought to behave in relation to household work. Told, on the one hand, that her gentility was an asset to the
family, and that she enhanced not only her own, but her family‘s status by engaging in ornamental activities, she

233

would, on the other hand, have been aware that as long as the family‘s aspirations to gentility remained aspirations
rather than achievements, it would be appropriate for her to help in the work of the household‖ (52).
107
It seems particularly unfortunate to me that the major presses who publish the Victorian novels available to
scholars and students currently only reprint the original illustrations from Charles Dickens‘s novels and John
Tenniel‘s illustrations of Lewis Carroll‘s Alice books, despite the involvement in the nineteenth-century publishing
industry of canonical artists like Millais and authors like William Makepeace Thackeray and George Du Maurier
who drew the illustrations for their own novels. These illustrations often provide rich analysis of the text they
accompany (and vice versa).
108
For more on Millais‘s career, particularly in relation to his work illustrating novels, see N. John Hall‘s Trollope
and His Illustrators.
109
As an artisanal figure, the cobbler also harkens back to a world that values workmanship, devoid of the
commodity fetishism that obfuscates individuated human labor—a pastoral world in tune with the doggedly
nostalgic Barsetshire chronicles. Yet it is precisely his own production values that Trollope commodifies and
fetishizes in his image of the cobbler.
110
There are so many references to shoes (and cobblers) in Trollope‘s novels that it would be tedious to list them all
in the body of this chapter. However, for the sake of proof and the sheer fun of it, I will list a few more here.
Glencora Palliser, as Trollope puts it, twits her husband ―with his willingness to clean the Premier‘s shoes‖ in The
Prime Minister (An Autobiography 361). In The Eustace Diamonds, the cobbler signifies for Lucinda Roanoke both
a means to flout social propriety and to express the slim possibility of finding a man who could be a likeable
husband: ―As she told her aunt in her wickedness, she would almost have preferred a shoemaker,—if she could
have become acquainted in a manner that should be unforced and genuine‖ (Vol. 2, 4). And in The Small House at
Allington, shoe metaphors and idioms crowd the text. The sound of Mrs. Lupex‘s voice makes John ―shake in [his]
shoes‖(43). Earl De Guest advises John not to take up farming without knowing anything about it because ―[u]nless
you learn it, you know, you might just as well take to shoemaking‖(150). Fowler Pratt, counseling Adolphus
Crosbie on marriage, comments, ―If I were in your shoes I think I should cut the whole concern‖(271). Crosbie‘s
friend Mr. Butterwell congratulates him upon ―the acquisition of my old shoes‖ when Crosbie inherits his job (300).
And Butterwell later tells Crosbie that John ―wants to step into your shoes‖ by engaging himself to Lily (379).
111
Kendrick similarly outlines a ―difficult rhetorical art that Trollope made his own—the effacement of rhetoric‖
(9). Although both Kendrick‘s argument and my own are interested in Trollope‘s struggles with rhetorical excess,
Kendrick focuses this concern through a reading of the realist genre while I route it through a reading of utility.
112
Here again, as with Trollope‘s reliance upon the absolute clarity of use value and the possibility of making
language pellucid, a vanishing act accomplished through putting faith in a supposedly transparent value system
materializes awkwardly when its foundational values are revealed as pliable. If Trollope can take the same path to
normative masculinity as his heroines do to normative femininity, how essentially different can men and women be?
And how can separate spheres, the division of labor, and the different values assigned to each gender be enforced if
normativity is revealed as a pose rather than an essence?
113
For a reading of this passage in relation to the rules of realism that Trollope imposed upon himself, see
Kendrick‘s chapter ―Writing Love‖ in The Novel-Machine: The Theory and Fiction of Anthony Trollope.
114
See Chapter XV of An Autobiography for Trollope‘s comments on the re-issue of the Barsetshire novels.
115
Describing the anti-pastoral drift of The Small House at Allington, Kincaid comments, ―this novel is far and away
the darkest of the series, so dark that it has sometimes been dismissed by lovers of Trollope who expected an
uninterrupted idyllic series. Adolphus Crosbie is the first really powerful invader from London, and the pastoral
world seems to collapse before him. The degeneration of the aristocracy, that is to say, the growth in the power of
liberal aristocrats, which had seemed to be checked in Framley Parsonage, is now out of control. The De Courcy
people here operate like a nineteenth-century version of the Mafia…Now as never before the pastoral seems a small
island of virtue surrounded by conditions which are, in their essence, incapable of resolution….In such a world
nothing seems stable or connected. True virtue, therefore, is unsupported and can depend only upon itself. It is thus
very likely to appear or to become perverse‖ (The Novels of Anthony Trollope 126 emphasis added).
116
See, for example, Joseph Litvak‘s chapter, ―Delicacy and Disgust, Mourning and Melancholia, Privilege and
Perversity: Pride and Prejudice‖ in Strange Gourmets and D.A. Miller‘s Jane Austen, or the Secret of Style.
117
The weirdness of the scene with Lambkin the bull and the even stranger story of Squire Dale‘s gardener going on
strike over having to ask permission to use the property‘s manure on his personal garden has sometimes made me
feel that Trollope uses these stories about bulls and shit like a rebus to say his novel is bullshit or at least full of it.
118
Is it entirely a coincidence of Woolf‘s novel with Trollope‘s either that Lily Briscoe is able to give Mr. Ramsay
sympathy—an emotional connection sometimes figured as taking a walk in someone else‘s shoes—by focusing on
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his boots? Resentful of Mr. Ramsay‘s need for sympathy but also vexed about her resentment, Lily makes small
talk about his boots that actually causes her to feel sympathetic to him: ―They had reached, she felt, a sunny island
where peace dwelt, sanity reigned and the sun for ever shone, the blessed island of good boots. Her heart warmed to
him…Why, at this completely inappropriate moment, when he was stooping over her shoe, should she be so
tormented with sympathy for him that, as she stooped too, the blood rushed to her face, and, thinking of her
callousness (she had called him a play-actor) she felt her eyes swell and tingle with tears?‖ (154)
119
I have found myself at conferences and in conversations saying, in contradiction to Trollope‘s imperative, that I
do not love Lily Dale, a response I think to Lily‘s rather traditional values, which she never fully shakes off even
after gaining some recognition that they have caused her painful predicament. Jane Nardin details Lily‘s
conservative values skillfully in her study, He Knew She Was Right: The Independent Woman in the Novels of
Anthony Trollope. Nardin similarly rejects the idea that Lily is simply perverse and masochistic, arguing
persuasively that ―Critics have had difficulty in evaluating Lily‘s character because her manner is at variance with
her convictions. Lily is a lively, outspoken girl, so it is easy to underestimate the influence of convention on her
behavior and to hold her personally responsible for mistaken decisions that were actually dictated by commonly
accepted rules of conduct‖ (105).
120
On Lily‘s perversity, see also Kendrick, Nardin, McMaster, Robert Polhemus‘s The Changing World of Anthony
Trollope, and Julian Thompson‘s introduction to the 1991 and 2005 Penguin editions of The Small House at
Allington.
121
Fetishism is not only one of the perversions, it is, as Dylan Evans notes, the paradigm of all the perversions, or
what Jacques Lacan calls ―the perversion of perversions‖ (139 An Introductory Dictionary of Lacanian
Psychoanalysis).
122
I refer here to Lee Edelman‘s iconoclastic work, No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive, which focuses
its critique of ―reproductive futurism‖ mainly through images of gay male figures in literature and film but offers
important openings for thinking about dominant culture‘s different modes of attack upon other identity positions
resistant to the tyranny of the Child.
123
Kincaid similarly refers to Lily as ―an enemy of fertility‖ (The Novels of Anthony Trollope 136).
124
It is, however, not only (and not even primarily) Lily who struggles with the bromide that motherhood fulfills a
woman. Crosbie‘s wife, Lady Alexandrina, secures a marriage, but it leaves her no happier than Lily Dale.
Trollope‘s villains are often quite mundane in their evil. We may dislike Lady Alexandrina for her part in Crosbie‘s
defection from Lily, but the desperate and misguided assumptions that lead to her flirtation and engagement with
Crosbie make her somewhat sympathetic or at least pitiable. Despite possessing greater worldliness that Lily,
Alexandrina struggles with many of the same restrictions as her one-time rival.
125
For a discussion of the Barsetshire novels as part of the pastoral tradition, see Kincaid‘s The Novels of Anthony
Trollope.
126
Trollope‘s specific distaste for Lucy‘s dress amid his general frustration with the illustration‘s parodic affect
becomes clear in a retraction he made of his initial criticism. As N. John Hall records in Trollope and His
Illustrators, Trollope wrote to his publisher while Framley Parsonage was still being serialized, ―I will now consent
to forget the flounced dress. I saw the very pattern of that dress some time after the picture came out‖ (18).
Realism appears to be the ground for Trollope‘s change of opinion, but in not initially recognizing that Millais was
dressing Lucy in the most current style, it would seem that Trollope was outraged by something other than the image
of a parson‘s sister wearing a trendy gown or the possibility he noted of the reader interpreting her as asleep rather
than weeping. This something, I am arguing, is the force in this illustration that drains Lucy‘s humanity by making
it equivalent (or even subordinate) to an impractical and effervescent piece of clothing.
127
Although in my reading it is generally men, specifically Crosbie and Trollope, who gag on the girl, this response
is certainly not gender specific given Nardin‘s distaste (and that of other female readers) for Lily‘s behavior.

Chapter 4
128

For versions of this reading, see Margaret Homan‘s ―Dinah‘s Blush, Maggie‘s Arm: Class, Gender, and Sexuality
in George Eliot‘s Early Novels‖ and Peter Meliville Logan‘s chapter on Eliot in Victorian Fetishism: Intellectuals
and Primitives. For other abbreviated readings of this scene, see Sandra Gilbert‘s and Susan Gubar‘s chapter
―George Eliot as the Angel of Destruction‖ in The Mad Woman in the Attic and Nina Auerbach‘s essay, ―The Power
of Hunger: Demonism and Maggie Tulliver.‖

235

129

I take the term ―liquidate‖ from the title of Elizabeth Weed‘s essay, ―The Mill on the Floss or the Liquidation of
Maggie Tulliver.‖
130
There is a great deal of information about and many interpretations of Eliot‘s theory of sympathy. The studies
most informative to my thinking include Audrey Jaffe‘s book-length analysis of sympathy in the Victorian era,
which includes a chapter on Eliot, Scenes of Sympathy: Identity and Representation in Victorian Fiction; Rachel
Ablow‘s The Marriage of Minds: Reading Sympathy in the Victorian Marriage Plot, also including a chapter on
―George Eliot‘s Art of Pain;‖ and Forest Pyle‘s essay, ―A Novel Sympathy: The Imagination of Community in
George Eliot.‖ Christopher Lane‘s reading of enmity in George Eliot‘s fiction, discussed in note 29, also provides a
reading of the ―corrosive edge to Eliot‘s well-known sympathy‖ that harmonizes with my reading of sympathy as an
extension of an original aggression (113).
131
Jaffe makes a similar observation in the different context of national sympathies as Eliot and Oscar Wilde
imagine them respectively in Daniel Deronda and The Picture of Dorian Gray: ―these texts describe an ineffable
and inexplicable attraction between individuals, so that a sympathy that might challenge identity gives way to (is
exchanged for) a sympathy that seems unequivocally to affirm it, and sympathy with the other gives way, explicitly,
to what in one way or another it has always been: sympathy with the self—the subject‘s attempt to identify with his
or her idealized image‖ (22, emphasis added). Sympathy may always boil down to concerns about one‘s self, a
possibility that I believe deeply troubled Eliot but also inspired her highly analytical fiction. I find Jaffe‘s study of
sympathy both thorough and stimulating , particularly in its conversation with Adam Smith‘s Theory of Moral
Sentiments and his memorable example of sympathy as an identification with ―our brother…upon the rack‖: for the
Victorians ―what Smith and other theorists of sympathy typically represent as an inability to imagine the self in the
other‘s place may in fact be a resistance to doing so‖ (14). My own interest in the enjoyment that might be sought
out in identifying with ―our brother…upon the rack,‖ investigated through Maggie Tulliver‘s fetishism, takes my
reading of sympathy in a slightly different direction. However, I do not wish to downplay Jaffe‘s incredibly
persuasive delineation of the Victorians‘ refusal of sympathy, the pleasure (seen in another example from Smith)
that might be had from sympathy with ―the great,‖ and her larger argument about the representational status of
sympathy in Victorian culture (13).
132
See Gordon Haight‘s, George Eliot: A Biography, for a number of epistolary references Eliot made to Comte and
her interest in his theories, particularly during the 1850s.
133
On the relationship between Eliot and Martineau, see Kathryn Hughes‘s George Eliot: The Last Victorian,
particularly chapter 5.
134
The most striking argument of Logan‘s book involves his careful elaboration of fetishism as a wholly European
concept. He does not deny the use of fetishes by Africans, but rather traces how Western conceptions of fetishism
are almost entirely dependent upon the hypotheses and projections of European explorers and academics (some of
the latter having never travelled to Africa or observed the social customs of African culture first hand). One specific
passage from Martineau‘s translation of Comte strongly supports Logan‘s argument, although he does not mention it
in his study. Explaining certain restrictions necessary to the concise elaboration of his theories, Comte notes that he
will focus his discussion of fetishism on only one culture: ―we must study exclusively the development of the most
advanced nations, not allowing our attention to be drawn off to other centres of any independent civilization which
has, from any cause whatever, been arrested, and left in an imperfect state. It is the selectest part, the vanguard of
the human race, that we have to study; the greater part of the white race, or the European nations,--even restricting
ourselves, at least in regard to modern times, to the nations of Western Europe‖ (181). Lewes significantly
expunged this choice bit of racism in his distillation of Comte‘s positive philosophy.
135
Comte‘s positive philosophy is a characteristically Victorian grand unification scheme: ambitious, alarming,
breathtaking, bewildering, and Eurocentric. In Lewes‘s translation, Comte‘s stated goal is ―to generalize science,
and to systematize sociality‖ (9). The sciences must take into consideration philosophy and moral life when
formulating laws and principles, while philosophy must adopt a more standardized and scientific approach to is
subject matter.
136
For a discussion of Eliot‘s ―religion of humanity,‖ see Bernard J. Paris, Experiments in Life: George Eliot’s
Quest for Values, and U.C. Knoepflmacher, Religious Humanism and the Victorian Novel: George Eliot, Walter
Pater, and Samuel Butler.
137
In ―Intelligence as Deception: The Mill on the Floss,‖ George Levine similarly notes Comte‘s attachment to
maxims and Eliot‘s resistance to them: ―George Eliot‘s revulsion from abstractions is widely known, and in its
temperamental character it is much more akin to Feuerbach than to Comte, who, though he insisted always on the
positive and scientific, was himself the victim of abstractions‖ (118). Comte quite explicitly champions maxims
when, discussing the aims of positivism, he insists that in his historical moment, ―Our greatest evil, indeed, consists
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in the profound divergence existing among all minds in relation to every fundamental maxim, fixity in which is the
principle condition of all social order‖ (Lewes 14; emphasis added).
138
Logan discusses the fetishistic structure of projection in detail throughout his introduction and first chapter,
―Primitive Fetishism from Antiquity to 1860.‖
139
For a discussion of Eliot‘s insistence on the ascendency of the specific over the general and her philosophical
inheritance of this value from Hegel, see Jonathan Loesberg, ―Aesthetics, Ethics, and Unreadable Acts in George
Eliot.‖
140
For a very different reading of this passage, see Mary Jacobus‘s ―Men of Maxims and The Mill on the Floss.‖
141
On Eliot‘s ―anxiety about the place of maxims within her own fiction‖ in terms of the literary marketplace and
dignity of authorship, see Leah Price‘s excellent essay ―George Eliot and the Production of Consumers.‖
142
Ten years after Leavis published The Great Tradition Simone de Beauvoir would reproduce in her
autobiography Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter just the type of sympathetic reading of Maggie Tulliver and George
Eliot that Leavis abhorred: ―It was when [Maggie] went back to the old mill, when she was misunderstood,
calumniated, and abandoned by everyone that I felt my heart blaze with sympathy for her….I resembled her, and
henceforward I saw my isolation not as a proof of infamy but as a sign of my uniqueness….Through the heroine, I
identified myself with the author: one day other adolescents would bathe with their tears a novel in which I would
tell my own sad story‖ (140). De Beauvoir‘s sympathy not only erodes distinctions between Maggie, Eliot, and
herself, it repeats what Leavis sees as Eliot‘s immature mistake of emotionally indulging in near-sighted self-regard
rather than prioritizing the self-critical potential of autobiography. Yet, oddly, de Beauvoir recognizes her own
―uniqueness‖ through a sympathetic identification with Eliot despite registering a collapse in the author‘s and
character‘s identities. This investment in uniqueness bears traces of the attachment to a discrete and verifiable
human subject inherited by many Second Wave feminists from a logocentric and patriarchal academic tradition.
Though it would be churlish to deny the appeal of de Beauvoir‘s discovery of self-confidence and vocation in Eliot‘s
novel, it is hard to ignore that her engagement with Eliot is less about Eliot than about herself. Neither does she
register the very postmodern skepticism about the coherence of identity and the possibility of uniqueness that Eliot
displays through the narrator‘s identifications. De Beauvoir‘s sympathy begins to look more like a hostile take-over
than benign identification, particularly considering her desire to make other teenagers cry over her own story as
Eliot has made her cry over Maggie‘s. The aggressive edge to this sympathetic identification significantly mirrors
the novel‘s depiction of sympathy as an extension of aggression.
143
In her essay, ―Narcissistic Rage in The Mill on the Floss,‖ Peggy R.F. Johnstone, however, agrees with Leavis
that Eliot‘s self-knowledge is woefully faulty, particularly in regard to her romantic relationships. Johnstone argues
that Eliot, blinded by the autobiographical nature of The Mill on the Floss, idealizes Maggie and cannot see how her
―unresolved childhood rage, which results from her sense that she is devalued by her family and society, is
transformed into her adult misuse of sexual power,‖ a behavior Eliot shares (122). This essay verges on calling both
Maggie and Eliot whores, delineating how Maggie ―lead [Philip] on‖ and insisting that ―by rationalizing Maggie‘s
behavior with Philip, Stephen, and Dr. Kenn, Eliot justifies her own pattern of behavior which culminated in her
choices of Lewes‖—suggesting not so much that Eliot felt that she needed to justify her unconventional sex life but
that she should on moral grounds (129,139).
144
Rachel Ablow similarly reads Eliot‘s view of sympathy as a dangerous absorption, specifically in marital
relations: ―for Eliot, sympathy is all too real, constituting a dangerous and potentially irresponsible way for women
to lose themselves in those they love…Offering…a critique…of the exclusivity of married love, Eliot reconceives of
the novel as a way to both invite and interrupt such all-absorbing forms of sympathy‖ (15).
145
For a discussion of Eliot‘s loss of her incognito, see Bodenheimer‘s The Real Life of Mary Ann Evans: George
Eliot, Her Letters and Fiction, particularly chapter five, ―The Outing of George Eliot.‖ Haight and Hughes also
provide thorough accounts of the period when George Eliot had to reveal himself/herself as Marian Evans.
146
See, for instance, Elizabeth Ermarth‘s ―Maggie Tulliver‘s Long Suicide‖ and Elaine Showalter‘s ―The Greening
of Sister George‖ (reprinted with minor alterations as ―Queen George‖ in Sexual Anarchy: Gender and Culture at
the Fin de Siècle).
147
See A.S. Byatt‘s notes to the Penguin edition of The Mill on the Floss and Haight‘s biography for a discussion of
Eliot‘s childhood attempt to write an end to Waverly when the second volume was unavailable to her.
148
For an instance of the former position, see Janice Carlisle‘s essay, ―The Mirror in The Mill on the Floss: Toward
a Reading of Autobiography as Discourse.‖ For an instance of the latter, see Ermarth. For two readings that more
satisfyingly combine these perspectives, see N. Katherine Hayles‘s ―Anger in Different Voices: Carol Gilligan and
The Mill on the Floss‖ and Bodenheimer‘s chapter, ―The Labour of Choice‖ in The Real Life of Mary Ann Evans.
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Hayles somewhat similarly argues that the conclusion of the novel, in which Tom and Maggie make peace with
each other but only at the price of both their lives, ―joins revenge and reconciliation in a single gesture‖ (39).
150
Fetishism, as one probably recognizes even from a pop-cultural understanding of the perversion, involves highly
specific and highly rigid identity structures and object choices. The proper object and the proper sexual scenario are
absolutely necessary for the achievement of sexual release, making the fetishist very rigid in terms of her or his selfconception. As Freud explains, we cling quite stubbornly to the fetishes that provide the pleasure that we recognize
as our own and that help us to recognize ourselves as ourselves. His discovery of fetishism in patients, in fact,
resulted from patients who were seeking help with different conditions that they recognized as problems: ―There is
no need to expect that these people came to analysis on account of their fetish. For though no doubt a fetish is
recognized by its adherents as an abnormality, it is seldom felt by them as the symptom of an ailment accompanied
by suffering. Usually they are quite satisfied with it, or even praise the way in which it eases their erotic life‖
(―Fetishism‖ 351).
151
It is also in ―The Economic Problem of Masochism‖ that Freud draws a close connection between masochism
and the death instinct: ―If one is prepared to overlook a little inexactitude, it may be said that the death instinct
which is operative in the organism—primal sadism—is identical with masochism. After the main portion of it has
been transposed outwards on to objects, there remains inside, as a residuum of it, the erotogenic masochism proper,
which on the one hand has become a component of the libido and, on the other, still has the self as its object….We
shall not be surprised to hear that in certain circumstances the sadism, or instinct of destruction, which has been
directed outwards, projected, can be once more introjected, turned inwards, and in this way regress to its earlier
situation. If this happens, a secondary masochism is produced, which is added to the original masochism‖ (164).
This passage may itself appear to involve a ―little inexactitude,‖ because it refers to masochism as ―primal sadism‖
when Freud‘s main purpose in this essay has been to establish the concept of primary masochism and reverse his
earlier proposition from ―Instincts and their Vicissitudes‖ that sadism precedes masochism. I think, however, that
the possible terminological confusion stems from Freud‘s attempt to distinguish the death instincts as non-eroticized
self-cancelling from masochism as eroticized self-destructiveness. In the above quotation, ―original masochism‖
would correspond to the death instinct and ―secondary masochism‖ would correspond to masochism the erotic
perversion. On the question of whether there could be such a thing as ―nonsexual aggressiveness‖ or a noneroticized death instinct, see Laplanche, particularly pages 95-102, and Bersani, pages 16-20 and 32-38.
152
This definition is quoted from The Oxford English Reference Dictionary Revised Second Edition.
153
In The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, Jacques Lacan insists that ―sadism is merely the
disavowal of masochism,‖ indicating the primacy of masochism and its persistence in any sadistic scenario (186).
154
See Logan for this reading of Maggie controlling and diminishing her aggression through an alternative form of
punishing her fetish: ―Rather than a living fetish, the doll is on the threshold of being reduced to its sheer
materiality, as splinters of wood, so the child resorts to less violent methods of punishment. She ‗soothed herself by
alternately grinding and beating the wooden head‘‖ (77).
155
This is where I differ from Christopher Lane‘s reading of ―George Eliot and Enmity‖ in his fascinating study,
Civility & Hatred: The Anti-Social Life in Victorian England. Lane argues that ―Eliot‘s characters find it easier to
renounce self-interest (a standard Victorian duty) than to sacrifice their joy in thwarting others‖ (112). This sadism
often appears as a self-affirming form of schadenfreude rather than as any kind of masochistic identification with the
suffering other. For instance, analyzing Daniel Deronda, Lane notes, ―the suffering of others is reassuring, even
perversely comforting‖ (113). I am more interested in the potentially self-annihilating pleasure available in a
masochistic identification with others as Eliot depicts this relationship in The Mill on the Floss. I, however, would
strongly agree with Lane‘s assessment that ―the sympathy [Eliot‘s] narrators want us to cultivate is itself an
accomplice to, rather than a means of erasing, the ‗jejune…satisfaction‘ we derive from characters‘ misfortunes‖
(115).
156
Auerbach interestingly refers to the writings of Thomas à Kempis as a destructive and sadistic tool for Maggie:
―whatever Thomas à Kempis‘s doctrine may be in itself, it becomes in Maggie‘s hands another ‗fetish‘ that explodes
communities and blights lives‖ (166). Kempis certainly allows Maggie to enhance her imagination of the
relationship between self and other as well as the potential for inflicting and experiencing pain through this intimate
connection. In this sense, his works may indeed be a fetish object that facilitates both self-projection upon the other
and sadomasochistic identification with the other.
157
Fuss‘s excellent study of identification—largely examined from a psychoanalytic point of view but also aiming to
expand the scope of psychoanalysis in the areas of politics and race—importantly for my argument links
identification to earlier but analogous eighteenth and nineteenth-century concepts like sympathy: ―Identification
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replaces ‗sympathy, ‗imagination,‘ and ‗suggestion‘ to describe, in more ‗scientific‘ fashion, the phenomenon of
how subjects act upon one another‖ (4).
158
Of the feminization of sympathy and its instantiation in the good wife, Ablow writes, ― Naturally more virtuous,
and sequestered from the public sphere, the wife‘s principal role came to be defined in terms of her ability to redeem
her husband….Marital sympathy thus came to function both as a pleasure characteristic of the domestic sphere—a
reward for the man‘s hard labor in the marketplace—and as what enables him to persist in those labors without
being thoroughly corrupted‖ (4).
159
For another appealing re-thinking of the roles dolls play in fiction for children and adults as well as in the lives of
little girls, see Victoria Ford Smith‘s ―Dolls and Imaginative Agency in Bradford, Pardoe, and Dickens.‖
160
John Kucich makes a similar point in his reading of The Mill on the Floss in Repression in Victorian Fiction:
Maggie‘s repression, in fact, serves as a general strategy for channeling desires that are frustrated by the outward
circumstances of her life—it is a response to the inadequacy of external conditions to meet her desires‖ (153).
Repression, for Kucich, does not represent the elimination of passion but the internalization of highly charged (or, as
Freud might say, libidinally cathected) conflict, which ―for Eliot‘s lovers is not a symptom of rebellion or
exploitation, but the object of emotional life‖ (152).
161
Rereading The Mill on the Floss several times in preparation for writing this chapter, I was at first warmed by
aunt Glegg‘s decision to stand up for Maggie against the community‘s and Tom‘s condemnation. Upon a second
reading, however, I found her sympathy shot through with aggression. Her message to Maggie is that ―I won‘t
throw ill words at her—there‘s them out o‘ th‘ family ‘ull be ready enough to do that. But I‘ll give her good
advice—an‘ she must be humble‖ (520). This is rather conditional and bruising sympathy, not quite the surprising
behavior of an old acquaintance that this particular chapter promises in its title (Book 7, Chapter 3).
162
Dying for her brother, Maggie is no Antigone, even though, as several critics have noted, she may be patterned
after this dramatic figure. Maggie, like Eliot in her critical commentary on Sophocles‘s play, is too invested in the
social ―good‖ and the ―antagonism between valid claims‖ of an individual and her society to commit completely to
what Jacques Lacan terms the ―criminal god‖ of Antigone‘s adherence to the nonsensical, amoral force of desire
unto death (George Eliot: Selected Essays, Poems, and Other Writings 365, The Ethics of Psychoanalysis 240). On
Maggie as a version of Antigone, see David Moldstad‘s essay, ―The Mill on the Floss and Antigone,‖ Gilbert‘s and
Gubar‘s chapter, ―George Eliot as the Angel of Destruction‖ from The Mad Woman in the Attic, and Ermarth.
163
Being beyond the reach of sympathy in Eliot‘s novel, Maggie may not be so different from Eliot‘s other fallen
girl character Hetty Sorrel. On Hetty‘s abjection and Eliot‘s lack of sympathy for her, see O‘Farrell‘s ―Provoking
George Eliot‖ and Neil Hertz‘s essay, ―‗Poor Hetty.‘‖
164
See David Lodge‘s introduction to the 1973 Penguin edition of Scenes of Clerical Life for a discussion on the
wittiness of ―Silly Novels by Lady Novelists‖ and the significance of its composition immediately before Eliot
launched her career as a novelist.
165
See for instance Deirdre David‘s attack on Stelling in the introductory paragraphs of her chapter, ―Iconic Sage,‖
in Intellectual Women and Victorian Patriarchy: Harriet Martineau, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, George Eliot.
166
Additional examples of these silly novels resembling bad versions of Eliot‘s novels include the following. The
heroine ―often as not marries the wrong person to begin with, and she suffers terribly from the plots and intrigues of
the vicious baronet; but even death has a soft place in his heart for such a paragon, and remedies all mistakes for her
just at the right moment. The vicious baronet is sure to be killed in a duel, and the tedious husband dies in his bed,
requesting his wife, as a particular favour to him, to marry the man she loves best, and having already dispatched a
note to the lover informing him of the comfortable arrangement‖ (141). Here we have, minus a few florid
embellishments and adding more realistic resentment on the husband‘s part, the stories of Dorothea Brooke and
Gwendolen Harleth. Later in the essay, Eliot comments, ―The most pitiable of all silly novels by lady novelists are
what we may call the oracular species—novels intended to expound the writer‘s religious, philosophical, or moral
theories‖ (148). A charge much like this one, as we have seen, would be lodged of Eliot‘s novels later in her career.
In fact, one contemporary review made much the same objection to The Mill on the Floss: ―the authoress is so far
led away by her reflections on moral problems and her interest in the phases of triumphant passion, that she
sacrifices her story‖ (The Critical Heritage 119).
167
After critiquing the failings of Evangelical novels by lady novelists, Eliot sets out what sounds like a prospectus
for her own clerical fiction: ―The real drama of Evangelicalism—and it has abundance of fine drama for any one
who has genius enough to discern and reproduce it—lies among the middle and lower classes; and are not
Evangelical opinions understood to give an especial interest in the weak things of the earth, rather than in the
mighty?‖ (157)
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This tendency to presuppose the responses of a reader is central to Eliot‘s intellectual and aesthetic style of
writing according to Bodenheimer: ―George Eliot was, and had always been, her own best resisting reader and…the
creation of oppositional voices in the novels is a fictional development of a writing procedure she had practiced all
her life‖ beginning with the earliest texts of hers that we possess, her letters (55).
169
Maddox clearly had a similar image in mind when she titled her chapter covering Eliot‘s single years at The
Westminster Review ―Falling in Love Again—and Again.‖
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