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WOMAN IN FICTION 
By JANE McDONNELL 

Car let on Co I lege, North! ie Id 

No one has ever thought of calling a course "Men in Fiction," 
or of writing a book called "On the Subjection of Men," so when 
I first thought of offering a seminar in "Women in 19th and 20th 
Century Fiction," I felt (perhaps self-consciously) that I had 
to account for it. I realized, of course, that the subject of 
men in fiction has never been considered a separable subject, 
largely because men(unless they are misfits or"allenatedheroes") 
can never, even in fictional worlds, be separated from the larger 
public, political, social and intellectual context within which 
they are defined. Women, on the other hand, can be. In most 
literature they have been seen as mothers, mistresses, wives, 
sexual distractions, victims, and, above all, brides-to-be. In 
other words, they have been seen simply in their relationship to 
men, not as part of a larger public world. 

But women come to have new roles in the 19th Century novel. 
No longer are they there just to be raped, or, if they hold out 
long enough, to be married. They, 1 ike children or the "lower 
social orders," begin to attract a new kind of attention. They 
don't, of course, have the broader public scope of men, but 
they do come to play a larger part in the social and psycholog
ical issues raised by the novel as a middle-class document: in 
marriage, of course, and the relationships of men and women, but 
also in work, the possibility of independence and self-suffi
ciency, the relationship of private and public 1 ives, ideal ism 
and the search for a better 1 ife. I began to see that the social 
position, "prospects" and expectations of women are a major con
cern beginning in the 19th Century novel--and deserve as much 
attention as the Bildungsroman, those portraits of the artist as 
a young man or portraits of the young social climber. 

But as I thought of the course, I realized that it would 
raise certain unanswerable questions and that there were certain 
things it just couldn't do. Inevitably one of the subjects 
which came up was the question about whether or not there is such 
a thing as a "masculine" or "feminine" style or subject matter. 
The comparatively easy answers often given about Jan Austen or 
Virginia Woolf--or about Hemingway or Conrad are, of course, 
less easily accomodated to Lawrence or George Eliot. And the 
question certainly gets complicated when we remember what was 
once said of a book of Ellen Glascow's it was so much like Henry 
James that it could have been written by Edith Wharton. This was 
an issue we were all rather happy to dismiss as essentially 
irrelevant. 

But there were other things I realized the course couldn't 
do. For example, it couldn't be a history of the women's move-
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ment as told in literature (there are few such accounts a~d th~ 
most famous Henry James' The Bostonians, is a funny but 1nfur1-
atingly condescending book). Furthermore, I simply didn't want 
the seminar to be a record of anti-feminism, feminine stereotypes, 
male chauvinist attitudes, or "phallic critisism" (See Mary Ellman, 
Thinking About Women, Harcourt, 1968.) of women's 1 ~terature •. I 
wanted to steer the class away from the self-defeating paranoia 
this emphasis would give. It also couldn't be a course in the 
psychology of women (this is being done ~n psycholo?y.courses), 
nor did I want simply to conduct a consc1ousness-ra1s1ng group. 

I thought I didn't need to deal primarily with the su~je 7t 
of stereotyped feminine roles--with wome~ as th~ eter~al _v1ct1ms, 
with the inhibitions of social custom, with social cl 1mb1ng 
through marriage, or, finally, with that feminine 7od7 of hon~r 
which sanctions dedication, self-sacrifice, renunc1at1on, or JUSt 
plain martyrdom. It is true that a great deal of 1 iterature_ 
about women is about just these subjects--and they are unavoid
ably a part of most of the books we read, But I al:o ~ega~ to 
look for books which would give some sense of the d1st1nct1ve 
inner life of the heroine, the heroine who is of interest to her 
male or female author by reason or what James called "the nature 
of her consciousness and the play of her mind." 

For these reasons, I chose only one really negative novel 
for the course (so I thought)--Flaubert's Madame Bovary. In 
addition to being about that most predictable of subjects (where 
a woman in concerrted)--adultery--it was the only portrait of a 
truely immature silly, perversely romantic and unconscious 
heroine. The b;ok, furthermore, was the only really "clinical 
case study" from a masculine point of view (in spite of Flaubert's 
insistence on his narcissistic self-examination). Flaubert's 
mixture of chivalrous admiration and condencension, in what is, 
nevertheless, a fascinating and often very beautiful book, 
bothered the class--naturally--and I wondered if the book should 
have been omitted. In the end, however, I came to feel that one 
truely doctrinaire book, which was.also obviously a wo:k of 
genius, was useful. Better, certainly, than Norman Mailer. 

However, many of the other books I chose inevitably had 
their conventional aspects too--as "marriage market" books: 
Jane Austen's Persuasion, Edith Wharton's The House of Mirth, 
Henry James' Portrait of a Lady, Virginia Woolf's Mrs. Dalloway, 
and George Eliot's Middlemarch, as well as Tolstoi 's &.~D-~ 
Karenina. Of course, thesebooks have their difference:, but 
marriage (or the lack of it) was the deter~in:ng event_ 1n th~ 
lives of each of their heroines. Anne Elliot s story 1s ~ kind of 
fairy tale giving her an unexpected_second chance a: ~arr1age, 
but an unmarried woman (Lily Bart) 1n the more pern1c1ous New 
York of the 189O's can only be, at Anne Elliot's age, completely 
destroyed. Clarissa Dalloway's single important choice in 1 ife 
was her choice of husband and her story is largely her accomoda-
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tion to that fact. Isabell Archer's choice of husband is quite 
simply her tragedy. But the books we expect different things of, 
Middlemarch and Anna Karenina, still define their subjects in 
much the same terms. Once again, Dorothea's life is determined 
by her husband and his profession; the most she can hope for is 
the role of helpmeet. The end of the novel is strangely disap
pointing, and not just because we expect so much more from an 
author who herself defied Victorian society, and won not only an 
independent sexual life, but an independent intellectual life. 
Finally, even Anna Karenina, in "defecting" from marriage, enters 
into an affair which is just as destructive a "marriage" as her 
first. The books don't teach us that marriage is bad, but that 
each of these women is limited (often severely) in her choice of 
away of life. 

But I didn't see any of these books as primarily justifica
tions or even explorations of feminine stereotyped roles as some 
of the students did. Although frustration was a necessary (and 
critically val id) part of their response to Madame Bovary, and I 
expected this, I didn't expect them to be discomfitted (as a few 
were) by what they saw as a lack of mature consciousness in other 
women characters. The prudential and sensible Anne Elliot, the 
sensitive but socially corrupted Lily Bart, the delicate and 
finely "feminine" Clarissa Dalloway, even the disturbed and fated 
Anna Karenina bothered some of them. What they saw were self
effecing but really manipulative women, flirts, party-giving 
society women, etc. I saw what I though was universal human 
behaviour, limited perhaps, but not limited because they were 
women. 

A more serious disagreement (never explicit, but definitely 
there) arose over the desire of some of them to see the books 
essentially as a history of the long struggle over women's rights, 
to read the books essentially as social or political documents. 
I resisted this as propaganda, as politization of literature, as 
a reduction and limitation of more enduring visions of human 
life. I think actually this was a difference of opinion never 
resolved. 

And this is where I want to return to my earlier point about 
the "distinctive inner 1 i fe" of the heroine. Not everyone under
stood what I meant by this (or why I should value it so highly) 
and, of course, not all novels fulfilled this expectation to the 
-same degree. But I __ E~inJ __ to one novel which was to them 
(more than to me) a success because of its emphasis on the intel
lectual and imaginative 1 ife of the heroine. Jane Eyre was ap
pealing to them, not just as a heroine of sensitivity and sensi
bility, but because she is emotionally deprived and socially 
dispossessed: she starts with nothing. She is physically ordi
nary, timid, quiet and reflective. Furthermore, her social po~i
tion is worse than that of any other heroine we read of: she 1s 
without parents, family connections, money, social position--all 

45 



those guarantees of a life of security and fulfillmen~ for a 
women in the Nineteenth Century. And yet she has a high degree 
of consciousness, maturity, independence (much aid 7d by Charlotte 
Bronte's own north of England parsonage Protestantism), and she 
survives and makes her way. Her "way" is, of course, finally 
back to a marriage which will give her the opportunities for 
dedicated self-sacrifice. But real fulfillment is there too--and 
she earned her rewards through qualities of mind, character and 
imagination. 

There were of course other heroines whose qualities of mind 
provided much of their interest: Isabell Archer in her "in~el
ligence" and "presumption" (the terms are linked.by J~mes him
self), Dorothea Brooke in her mental energy and ideal ism, Anna 
Karenina in her sheer vividness of 1 ife, and Clarissa Dalloway 
in her sensitive registration of experience. But many of the 
students simply didn't approve of Clarissa: they saw her as an 
upper-middle-class party giver, whose "middle-aged midiocrity" 
takes the form of terror of 1 ife, sexual inadequacy, dependency 
and insecurity. (My pleasure in the book as a superb portrait 
of vulnerability was in some ways similar to my, even greater, 
admiration for Anna Karenina as a portrait of terrifying inse
curity. Another unresolved difference--Generation gap?) 

I left Lawrence's Women in Love to the end. It was the last 
book read and the most recent and the most "modern." The most 
"liberated" young women we considered were in Women in Love, 
even though they too were largely the companions of men and wer~ 
largely determined by their relationships to their ~en. _ I .m~vedl 
to Lawrence from Tolstoi partly because of Lawrence s cr1t1c1sm 
of Tolstoi for not valuing passion as a healthy morality in its 
own right, and for what Lawrence took as Tolstoi's insistance 
on a purely "social tragedy." I think Lawrence was good to 7nd 
with not because he provides "answers", but because he combine 
a hi~h degree of consciousness and articulateness (in his women 
as well as his men characters) with a belief in an instinctive 
motivation that is prior to individuality or to socially-deter
mined ego. He is interested in social institutions (class, 
education, industrial society, the place of the artist in 
society, marriage), but he plays these social interests off 
against a background of "unfathomed nature." "Unfathomed na
ture'' is to Lawrence not just sex; it is whatever is more than 
or greater than the merely social. Which, I suppose, brings me 
back to the point I made at the beginning -- I wanted to find 
some 1 iterature which would show women (and men) in roles other 
than the merely stereotyped social one, which would show them 
both as individual and as universal. 

Finally, I should say that I hoped to give the students some 
sense that many of the failings, as well as the successes, of the 
heroines of these books were not ones which could be attributed 
to their sex. Nor were the issues raised by the novels and their 
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moral and aesthetic value just those of sexism or of social doc
umentation. Portrait of a Lady, for example, is important as an 
epistemological novel: it raises questions about recognition of 
the "truth", evaluation and judgment of other peoples' c~arac
ters, and the similarity (sometimes identity) o'. aesthetic feel
ing and moral judgment. Middlemarch makes a maJor statement 
(through many different characters) about the inevitable rela
tionship of public and private lives --"even" in women. The 
House of Mirth considers the conflict of calculation and spon
taneity, Persuasion of judgment and sentiment, Madame Bovary of 
romantic longing and Bourgeious limitations. And one can go on 
and on. Class discussions never stayed with the sexist issues-
and sometimes didn't even given them a primary place, although 
they were always, I though~ a provocative starting point. 

RECOMMENDED BOOKS. Books I did not use in class are in 
parentheses. 

Jane Austen, Persuasion (Pride and Prejudice, Emma, Mansfield 
Park) 

Edith Wharton, The House of Mirth (The Age of Innocence, The 
Custom of the Country) 

Gustav Flaubert, Madame Bovary (see Francis Steegmuller, Flaubert 
and Madame Bovary, a Doub-le Portrait) 

Henry James, Portrait of a Lady (Spoils of Poynton, Washington 
Square, The Tragic Muse, The Bostonians; see also his 
critical Prefaces in The Art of the Novel, ed. Blackmur, 
and reviews of Madame Bovary and Middlemarch) 

Charlotte Bronte, Jane Eyre (Villette, soon to be issued in 
paperback in this country, ed. by Q.D. Leavis; see also 
Mrs. Gaskell, The Life of Charlotte Bronte) 

George Eliot, Middlemarch (Daniel Deronda) 
Virginia Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway (To the Lighthouse; see also A 

Room of One's Own, The Common Reader and The.Second Common 
Reader) 

Leo Tolstoi, Anna Karenina ("The Kreutzer Sonata"; see also the 
various journals -- his and hers) 

D.H. Lawrence, Women in Love (The Rainbow; Sons and Lovers; 
Volume I I of the Short Stories, The Princess, St. Mawr, The 
Captain's Doll, The Fox, The Virgin and the Gypsy, Lady 
Chatterley's Lover; see also Selected Literary Criticism, 

ed. Anthony Beal, especially recommended is his study 
of Thomas Hardy) 

(Thomas Hardy, Tess of the D'Urbervilles, Far from the Maddening 
Crowd The Return of the Native, Jude the Obscure} 

(Doris Les~ing, The Golden Notebook, The Four-Gated City) 
(Katherine Mansfield, short stories) 
(Theodore Dreiser, Sister Carrie) 
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Non-Fiction: 

Mary Ellmann, Thinking about Women 
Kate Millett, Sexual Politics 
Elaine Showalter, Women's Liberation and Literature 
Miriam Schneir, Feminism: The Essential Historical Writings 

(contains almost everyone of historical interest: Mary 
Wollstonecraft, Margaret Fuller, George Sand, Susan B. 
Anthony, John Stuart Mill, etc.) 

Mrs. McDonnell is an instructor in English at Carleton College. 
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A UNIT ON MINNESOTA INDIANS: THE ASHINABE AND THE DAKOTA 
By ANNA LEE STENSLAND 

University of Minnesota, Duluth 

Among the books with Indian themes most often mentioned 
for use in the high school English class, none seems to feature 
Minnesota Indians and their cultures. It is true that Indian 
tribes did not move and settle by states, but Minnesota has had 
1 iving in its boundaries two of the largest and culturally rich 
tribes: the Chippewa and the Sioux, or more accurately the 
Anishinabe and the Dakota. 

Most of the fiction dealing with Indian themes and appro
priate for high school classes comes from tribes of the West or 
Southwest: House Made of Dawn, by a Kiowa author; When the Le
gends Die about a Ute boy; Laughing Boy, Navajo; Fig Tree John, 
Apache; Man Who Killed the Deer, Pueblo. From the Indians of 
the northern Midwest, only Black Elk Speaks, an autobiography 
of an 0glala Sioux holy man, has been used in some classes. 

There are materials available, however, from the Chippewa 
and Sioux which might very well be combined into a very useful 
unit. If we assume that for the very young, we begin with what 
is familiar and near at hand, an English teacher might consider 
such materials especially appropriate on the junior high school 
level, with a senior high school unit broadening out to include 
more general Indian materials. The following materials are sug
gested because they seem appropriate, especially for the junior 
high school level but with variations for senior high level as 
well, and also because they are available. 

Charles Alexander Eastman, whose Indian name was 0hiyessa, 
was born in 1858 in what is now Redwood Falls, Minnesota. In 
his book, Indian Boyhood(Dover, 1971, paper, $2.00), he tells 
about what he calls his "thrilling wild life," his early life in 
the Sioux tribal society. We learn in this autobiography about 
the recreation, training, and life of a yound Indian boy, as 
well as about the tribe's flight from the white man following 
the Sioux Uprising in Minnesota of 1862, the danger in traveling 
across the country of attacks by hostile tribes, and the periods 
of famine and severe cold. Eastman describes customs such as 
the annual sugar•making, the Midsummer Feast on the banks of the 
Minnesota River, and the boy's first offering to the Great 
Mystery and what it meant to him. The fascination the boy feels 
as he 1 istens to the tales of Smoky Day, who was the tribe 
historian, gives a modern student a small idea of what it was to 
to grow up as an Indian during the last century. In short, 
Eastman's boyhood story is crammed with Indian lore enough to 
challenge the imagination of any junior high school student. In 
a book about his later 1 ife, which unfortunately is out of print, 
From the Deep Woods to Civilization, the author continues his 
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