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ABSTRACT

THE SUBVERSION OF THE DOMESTIC UTOPIAN VISION
AND GENDERED PLOTS IN DICKENS AND ELIOT

By

Soonhee Lim

This dissertation addresses two related issues. First,
it discusses the problems of Victorian domestic utopias
represented in Charles Dickens and George Eliot. Using the
dialectic concept of ideology and utopia brought forth by
Ernst Bloch, Karl Mannheim and Paul Ricoeur, I attempt to
demonstrate how the Victorian idealization of the home as an
emblem of order and harmony is coopted as a dogmatic form of
domestic ideology in the age of rapid social reformulation.
The Victorian ideal of home based on the ideology of separate
spheres and women’s ’‘natural’ domesticity contributes to the
maintenance of middle-class cultural hegemony and unequal
" sexual order. Nevertheless, this dissertation demonstrates
that, despite their internalization of their culture’s certain
paradigms, Dickens and Eliot subvert Victorian domestic
utopian vision and reveal its ideological contradictions in
their texts. Taking examples of Bleak House, Great
Expectations, The Mill on the Floss and Middlemarch, I focus

my analysis on the lapses, contradictions, and conflicts in



their portrayals of Victorian home utopias.

Second, this dissertation investigates how the subversion
of the domestic utopian vision affects the plots of the female
Bildungsromane in Dickens and Eliot. Even when they adopt the
traditional female Bildungsroman plots which end in marriage- -
Bleak House and Middlemarch--, Dickens and Eliot seriously
disturb the ideality of marriage and the home as the final
goal of Victorian women’s development. In the plots which end
in female characters’ death--Great Expectations and The Mill
on the Floss--, Dickens and Eliot further intensify their
critiques of Victorian dictates of female destiny which cannot
produce alternative 1life-plots for aspiring women, but
eliminate them.

Despite the limits of their conservative liberal-humanist
politics, Dickens and Eliot’s ’'negative hermeneutic’ of their
culture and society dismantles the 1logic of Victorian
ideological formation, registering their deep sense of
society’s injustice for women. In doing so, Dickens and
Eliot’s texts evince alternative utopian hope against existing
sexual inequality towards a more perfect social state, and the
possibility that the ’'heroine’s text’ will eventually be able

to reach beyond the limits of Victorian domesticity.



copyright@ Soonhee Lim 1995



For my Mother, Kyung-yeom Lee

and in Loving Memory of my Father, Haang-kyu Lim



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

When I first came to America to do doctoral studies, I
expected the difficulties of language and finance. But the
unexpected one was my back disk problem which troubled my life
for five years. Now that all things have worked for good, I
hope that my grueling academic marathon at Michigan State
University has paralleled the discipline of my character in a
positive way. Looking back upon those years, I have to
acknowledge that my achievement is not mine only. From the
bottom of my heart, I know that without the tremendous support
from professors, friends and family, the completion of my
dissertation would have been impossible.

First of all, I would like to express my heartfelt thanks
to Dr. James Hill, who, as my dissertation director, helped me
academically and emotionally throughout my doctoral program.
I cannot thank him enough for his patience and unfailing
support for me. I sincerely thank Dr. Roger Meiners who not
only gave me insightful guidance into literary criticism, but
also his warm-hearted sympathy and encouragement. I deeply
thank Dr. Victor Paananen for his academic guidance and
encouragement. Although he was very busy as chairperson, he
was always friendly, open-minded, and accessible. I also
extend my deep thanks to Dr. Judith Stoddart, who, despite her
extremely tight schedule, read my manuscripts closely and gave

vi



me invaluable expert assistance. I also want to thank Dr.
Clint Goodson, Dr. Bill Johnsen, Dr. James McClintock, Dr.
Philip McGuire, Dr. Ellen Pollack, and Dr. Donald Rosenberg,
for providing me with unforgettable intellectual stimulation.
I express my appreciation to Ms. Lorraine Hart who, as
graduate secretary, always offered me her unselfish, practical
aid. I am indebted as well to the professors of the English
Department at Yonsei University, Seoul, Korea, who first
encouraged me to become a literary critic.

I am very grateful to my friends, especially Laurie
Anderson and Neerja Chaturvedi for their proofreading and
friendship, Virginia Firnberg for teaching me yoga with poetic
sensibility, and Anastasia Wilch and my friends at Lansing
Korean Methodist Church for moral support and fun. My special
thanks are also offered to Hyoyung Ahn, Hyekyung Chung, Miran
Huh, Shamus Mok, Paster Hyonam Hwang, my aunt and cousins in
Virginia, and my maternal cousins Hye-ok Lee and Jimin Cho,
who were with me both in good times and in bad times. Shan
Chung, my roommate of four years, deserves a special
acknowledgement: our friendship will always be cherished.
Lastly, I owe my deepest gratitude to my mother and my three
brothers who suffered and rejoiced with me through every step
of the lengthy process, even though we were separated across
the Pacific. I thank God who has been behind my wonderful
life in East Lansing, Michigan. East Lansing, I’‘ll miss you!

vii



TABLE OF CONTENTS

PART I. THE POLITICAL HORIZON AND THE LIMIT OF THE MIDDLE-

CLASS DOMESTIC UTOPIAN VISION .........ccccceeccens 42
CHAPTER 1. THE DISCOMFORT OF THE HOME IN DICKENS’

BLEAK HOUSE AND GREAT EXPECTATIONS ....... 51

Notes ® ® © ¢ & ¢ o 0 0 0 0 0 0 s 00 ® © o o o o ® 6 & & & 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0o 107

CHAPTER 2. THE HOME EPIC AND THE LOT OF THE DOMESTIC
WOMAN IN ELIOT’'S THE MILL ON THE FLOSS
AND MIDDLEMARCH ....c.ceeeeoccccacccnocescs 115

PART II. GENDERED PLOTS AND THE PROBLEMATICS OF FEMALE
BILDUNG .......cccceeeccecccccccccccanccsssnsssos 184

CHAPTER 3. THE FORM OF SOCIAL INTEGRATION AND ITS
PRICE: BLEAK HOUSE AND MIDDLEMARCH ....... 194

CHAPTER 4. THE FORM OF ALIENATION AND THE INVERSION
OF VICTORIAN WOMANHOOD: GREAT EXPECTATIONS

AND THE MILL ON THE FLOSS ... ccccceccccces 259

NOLES . .iiiiiieeeeeeeacececacacsocacsccccosse 306

CONCLUSION ......c000eceeeecccocacscscsacscscccssscscsssascsscaes 316
3 (o ] w1 = - 1 323
WORKS CITED .. cv vt et eeeeeeancoscsacsoacocsscsecscocsscssssssssscs 327

viii



INTRODUCTION

1. IN SEARCH OF AN IDEAL HOME: UTOPIA VERSUS IDEOLOGY

A predominant feature of Victorian culture was the
disintegration of an old social order resulting in conflicts
between classes and between genders. The realist novelists of
the Victorian period were intensely aware of this social
fragmentation and their writings registered the rapid
transition of the o0ld society into a new one. When Georgy
Lukacs argues, in The Theory of the Novel, that the novel form
‘like no other, is an expression of transcendental
homelessness’ (41), he inadvertently recapitulates a major
problematic of mid-nineteenth-century novelists such as
Charles Dickens and George Eliot. Lukacs sees the novel
emerging out of the epic as the form of loss and dissolution
of the harmony and '’‘totality’ that supposedly defined Greek
society. For Lukacs, modern narrative is an attempt to
reconstitute the ’'totality’ of man and the world contained in
the old epic. The harmonious totality signified by Greece
serves as the utopian end towards which the novel strives, but
which it can never reach under the capitalist order. Thus,
the aspiration for ’totality’ becomes a longing for utopia !

in modern narrative.?
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By the same token, when Victorian novelists documented
the dehumanizing and fragmented reality of their society, they
carried their sense of loss of an utopian origin to the age of
rapid social change. Accordingly, an important part of their
literary project was the restoration of an utopian center of
order and harmony. In A Future for Astyanax: Character and
Desire in Literature, Leo Bersani calls such a narrative move
a 'redemptive pattern’ which provides society with a
reassuring myth about itself. According to him, nineteenth-
century realist novelists made a poignant effort to provide
their society with some image of a ’‘viable and morally decent
order,’ although their works also confessed a certain degree
of ’‘failure to find such an order’ (Bersani 61).

However, if Victorian narrative represented an utopian
longing for ‘totality,’ it also represented ’‘ideology.’ 1In
their attempt to patch up divisions and heal disruptions in
society, Victorian novelists presumed a consensus about an
ordered universe. As Elizabeth Ermarth observes in Realism
and Consensus, the realist novel may demonstrate the ’power of
consensus,’ but the act of consensus is not an affirmation of
a fact but an ’'heroic act of faith’ (257). She further notes,
‘a stable invariant world is there...because everybody agrees
that it [should be] so’ (77). Clearly, consensus of realism
creates what Raymond Williams calls the ’‘knowable world’
(English Novel 13-14, 66-67). Nevertheless, the knowable

world which consensus creates is an image of order, not the



reality of order.?

In this sense, Victorian narrative can be seen as what
Fredric Jameson calls a ‘socially symbolic act,’ which aims at
a resolution of social conflicts and contradictions in an
aesthetic form. This process is broadly defined as ideology.*
Jameson argues in The Political Unconscious: ’‘the production
of aesthetic or narrative form is to be seen as an ideological
act in its own right, with the function of inventing imaginary
or formal "solutions" to unresolvable social contradictions’
(79) . He goes on to argue that narrative employs ’‘strategies
of containment’® which allow society to provide an explanation
of itself which suppresses the underlying contradictions of
history. In the same vein, Terry Bagleton also argues that
texts process ’‘ideological conflict under the form of
resolving specifically aesthetic problems....It is, rather, a
matter of the "ideological" presenting itself in the form of
the "aesthetic" and vice-versa--of an "aesthetic" solution to
the ideological conflict producing in its turn an aesthetic
problem which demands ideological resolution, and so on’
(Criticism and Ideology 88).

Here, the conception of narrative as an utopian act is
paradoxically synthesized with a conception of narrative as
ideology. What, then, is the relationship between utopia and
ideology? 1In Ideology and Utopia, Karl Mannheim proposes a
dialectical understanding of ideology and utopia. Mannheim

defines ideology as the complex of ideas directing activity
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towards the maintenance of the status quo and utopia as the
complex of ideas directing activity towards changing the
status quo. For him, both ideology and utopia are
noncongruent with reality, but ideology 1legitimizes the
existing order, while utopia shatters it. Utopian thinking
and writing is a manifestation of counter-ideology, which is
the articulation of an alternative to existing reality. 1In
this definition, ideology and utopia can be understood as
competing ideas in any given period of history: therefore,
utopian ideas, once realized, will swiftly become ideological
(192-204) .°

Mannheim’s notion avoids the danger of oversimplifying
utopia and ideology and reducing them to binary opposites,
neither being tainted nor compromised by the other. 1Indeed,
the utopian impulse can operate within the ideological, both
helping it along and pulling against it. Utopia can be
seduced and enslaved into the service of the system itself.
If an individual is to be motivated by a system of ideological
practices, he or she must be offered at least the promise of
specific gratifications in return for ’‘willing’ behavior
consistent with the ideology in question. Then, the utopian
impulse working in the ideological manages, defuses, and
channels subversion into the limited satisfaction and range of
behaviors offered by the dominant social formation. This is
exactly the point made by Jameson:’the ideological would be

grasped as somehow at one with the Utopian, and the Utopian at
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one with the ideological’ (286). Obviously, the utopian can
be the ideological and vice versa.

Yet, utopia can move beyond cooptation by a given system,
for it subsumes a positive drive toward the future in the
radical insufficiency of the present. As Ernst Bloch notes,
there is the need to distinguish an abstract utopian fantasy
from the utopian impulse in terms of their subversive
potential. He argues that while utopian fantasies may be
simply fictions of ideology, a poeticizing of the present, the
utopian impulse can be adversarial, part of a critically-
willed hope for something better. By drawing on the driving
forces of the opposition to domination and hierarchy, utopia
should open a political possibility to a better world
(Philosophy of the Future 89, 90. 96). Within this deeper
understanding of utopia lies the possibility for a revived and
more radical use of that impulse to resist and move beyond the
current system. In liberating utopia from its enclosure and
collaboration within ideology, that subversive impulse can be
reappropriated as an instrument of opposition.

Characteristically, a major ’‘'redemptive pattern’ of the
mid-Victorian novel tended to be embodied in its teleological
narrative movement towards a home utopia. By setting up an
ideal home as a textual telos, the Victorian novel often
promised redemption from the constraint of reality even
without escaping into a transcendental and religious realm.

An ideal home was often portrayed as a walled garden separated
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from the indifference of a business-oriented world. It
invoked a pre-industrial refuge from the evils of urban
capitalism. Such a concept of the home is given one of its
most articulate expressions in John Ruskin’s lecture, "Of
Queen’s Gardens" (1865). Ruskin notes that the home ’‘is the
place of peace; the shelter, not only from all injury, but
from all terror, doubt, and division.... So far as the
anxieties of the outer life penetrate into it...it ceases to
be a home; it is then only a part of the outer world which you
have roofed over and lighted fire in’ (82-83). In the same
vein, Coventry Patmore understands the bourgeois home as ‘a
tent pitch’d in a world not right’ ("The Angel in the House"
36). The idea of the home as an enclosed realm can be seen as
a Victorian form of nostalgia for a lost Eden in the modern
world, as illustrated in Max Schulz’s argument that '’ [t]he
idea that one can construct facsimiles of lost Eden without
waiting for the end of time, the illud tempus, has been firing
secularized and |historically emancipated imaginations
insistently since the seventeenth century’ (xi).

Obviously, the middle-class domestic ideal articulated a
ruling definition of a social order based on the separation
between the public/political-economical/productive sphere and
the private/domestic/reproductive sphere.’ Many Victorians
vehemently advocated the home as an autonomous and morally
fortified space which defied the bad influences of the social

realm. As the place of cooperation and harmony, the home was
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regarded as a controllable utopian space which was not swayed
by the world of commerce and production. The home stood in
opposition to the terribly anonymous world of commerce and
industry, ’‘a world alien, not your world... without father,
without child, without brother’ (Carlyle 274). In short, the
home was a ’‘counterimage’ of the modern market place which
operated on the principle of competition.®

Furthermore, the home was considered the foundation of
the proper social order. In his celebration of bourgeois
ethics, Self-Help (1859), Samuel Smiles argues: ’'The Home is
the crystal of society--the very nucleus of national
character; and from that source, be it pure or tainted, issue
the habits, principles and maxims, which govern public as well
as private life. The nation comes from the nursery; public
opinion itself is for the most part the outgrowth of the home’
(294). Here, the family home was defined as the nucleus of
the state, and a breakdown in domestic order was understood in
terms of a total social disintegration: a stable hearth meant
a stable world. 1In this sense, Gelda Lerner argues that the
family ’‘not only mirrors the order of the state and educates
its children to follow it, it also creates and constantly
reinforces that order’ (217).

It is clear that, for Victorian middle classes, marriage
and home served as a potent symbol of social stability in the
age of social disintegration. Tony Tanner notes that ’for

bourgeois society marriage is the all-subsuming, all
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organizing, all containing contract. It is the structure that
maintains the Structure’ (15). Tanner goes on to argue that
’ [tlhe bourgeois novelist has no choice but to engage the
subject of marriage in one way or another, at no matter what
extreme of celebration or contestation. He may concentrate on
what makes for marriage and leads up to it, or on what
threatens marriage and portends its disintegration, but his
subject will still be marriage’ (Ibid.).’

It is natural, then, that, in its tendency to uphold the
middle-class social order, domestic utopian vision in the
Victorian period assumed an increasingly central ideological
function (Burn 247; Minz 11-20). The insistently aphoristic
language in which Victorian domesticity finds its articulation
suggests that, underneath its sentimental, self-assured
veneer, fundamental socio-political realities threatened to
expose its ideology as artifice. Lawrence Stone locates
nineteenth-century familial values as part of a great ‘tidal
wave of moral regeneration and repression,’ directly arising
from an overriding sense of social and political crisis, a
fear that the whole structure of social hierarchy and
political order is in danger (677). Not only did memories of
1789 but also urbanization and geographic mobility which
dislocated the impoverished from parental and communal
restraints continually threatened a potentially unstable
future of social upheaval (679). It is clear that the family

became a means of social control in British fear of social
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dislocation and unrest. Thus, Victorian domestic utopian
vision set out to consolidate the dominant middle-class social
order, helping to override increasing threats from class and
gender conflicts.

Another aspect of domestic utopian vision as an
ideological apparatus is that it argued for the division of
gender identities and roles which systematically excluded
middle-class women from the public sphere. Backed by
contemporary economy, ’‘science’ and evangelism, domestic
ideology about a woman’s ‘proper’ place and special mission
rapidly gained ground in the first half of the Victorian
period.!® Expressed very simply, this domestic ideology saw
the world divided into two spheres, one for men and one for
women. Men were to go out to work, make money and support
their families financially, while women were to stay at home,
creating a haven for their children, and for their husbands.
Women were to be dependent on their husbands financially, and
were certainly not expected to join the work force. Gender
identities became organized around this idea of separate
spheres. Its universalist language was inherently gendered to
justify a dichotomy between a ’‘public’ (male) and a ’private’
(female) sphere. Increasingly, women were defined as domestic
beings, ’naturally’ suited to duties in the home and with
children, whereas men were associated with the public sphere,
the world of business and politics. Women are removed from

the spheres of work and instead placed in the sphere of the
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home, where they are to exercise moral 'influence,’ but not
political and economical ’power.’ It is clear that, when
Victorians idealized the role of the bourgeois family, they
naturalized and rationalized the substantial removal of women
from the public sphere.!

Ray Stretch also points out that this idealization of
women'’s domestic function became necessary because the duty of
female submissiveness was no longer being taken entirely for
granted, due to women’s new consciousness about their social
roles (44). Then, Victorian domestic utopian vision, closely
intertwined with its gender ideology, hid its ideological
motives and played a role of legitimizing patriarchal, middle-
class social formation.!? In this sense, the Victorian
domestic utopia was an ideological utopia which did not get
beyond an ideological cooptation, but prevented the
envisioning of an alternative social order.

However, Victorian middle-class hegemony cannot be
considered an absolute one. McGregor’s sweeping picture of
middle-class dominance as ’‘compelling conformity from above
and attracting aspiration from below’ needs to be much
qualified (63). First of all, the middle class was not a
single or unified entity; nor can middle-class domestic
ideology be considered monolithic. The Victorian middle class
was composed of a diverse range of occupational groups and
levels of income. Davidoff and Hall argue that, from 1780 to

1850, estimates of the income for the middle class ranged from
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100 to 1000 pounds a year (23)." R. S. Neale and D. Smith
have also suggested that there were at least five identifiable
social classes in Britain in the nineteenth century, while two
or three fractions were often subsumed under the blanket term
‘middle class.’ In terms of the complexity of mid-Victorian
social structure, then, the notion of a single, uniform
middle-class ideology is questionable.

Furthermore, despite their proselytizing effect, middle
class ideologies could not embrace all social strata. For
instance, the ideology of separate spheres--the division of
labor along the lines of gender-- was inherently unstable, in
that it did not reflect the reality of working-class women'’s
life. Working-class women had to work outside the home for
economic reasons, although they might regret the necessity for
working in light of middle-class domestic ideology. Whatever
the expectations within the middle-class domestic ideal, in an
increasingly industrialized society, working-class and low-
middle-class women had to find ways to earn income in lieu of,
or in addition to, support from their father, husband, or
other male relatives (Roberts 14-16; June 17-18, 48-70). It
is clear that the idea of separate spheres was not a
description, but a prescription, of reality." 1In this sense,
the notion of the existence of a single, static, dominant,
domestic ideology is not tenable.

It may he true that, as a cultural product, literature

not only reflects a society’s ideological formation, but also
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contributes to it. As Eagleton confirms, literature is a
'vital instrument for the insertion of individuals into the
perceptual and symbolic forms of the dominant ideological
formation’ (Criticism 52). 1In playing this role, however,
Victorian texts inevitably incorporate the process of
negotiation involving the clash of, and compromise among,
opposing ideologies. Although the middle classes constructed
class-specific ideals of domestic femininity, the power of the
dominant ideology was never total or secure but had to be
continually struggled for, won, and maintained. As Tony
Bennet argues, the ’‘consent... is not guaranteed.... It has
...incessantly to be produced. In this sense, hegemony refers
not to an achieved state, but to a process: to the ideological
processes whereby such consent is continually reproduced and
secured--or lost’ ("Popular Culture" 30).'

Then, one can understand why, while Victorian literature
outwardly celebrates the ideals of domestic harmony and
conjugal bliss, it so often dramatizes domestic conflicts and
anxieties. Contradiction is inevitably built into the attempt
to establish class and sexual hegemony. As a result, even
when these ideals are celebrated, the reader may wonder why
they need to be. 1In this sense, one can agree with Mary
Poovey’s argument that ’‘the middle-class ideology we most
often associate with the Victorian period was both contested
and always under construction; because it was always in the

making, it was always open to revision, dispute, and the
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emergence of oppositional formulations’ (Uneven Development
3).

It is no accident that, in Dickens and Eliot, middle-
class domestic ideology is continually deconstructed and
reconstructed, revealing the gaps and contradictions in its
monolithic thesis. Their texts take issue with domesticity as
the ideal social code for middle-class society, and reveal an
undercurrent of conflicts which fails to brace that
ideology." In my exploration of domestic ideologies in
Dickens and Eliot, thus, I will not focus on their ideological

wholeness but on the gaps and absences which they contain.

2. THE POLITICAL SCOPE OF DOMESTIC UTOPIAS IN DICKENS AND

ELIOT

Like many other mid-Victorian novelists, Dickens and
Eliot frequently adopt the courtship and marriage plots which
create a significantly structured ’salvational narrative’
(Bersani, A Future for Astyanax 53, 63). Apparently, their
envisioning of an ideal home as the textual telos may provide
a reassuring myth about Victorian society. For the family
was, based on the cohesive principle of cooperation,
considered to have a mission to counter the malignant,
disintegrative tendencies of the larger society.
Nevertheless, Dickens and Eliot inescapably produce certain

lapses, omissions, and incoherence within the ideological
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discourse they use. In their work, domestic ideology is
revealed as unstable and constantly in need of. reconstruction
and revision.

In Dickens’ case, the normative resolutions of his novels
revolve around the successful setting up of a happy home. He
frequently rewards his male and female protagonists by placing
them in the midst of a secure family of their own at the
conclusions of his novels. Dickens’ ’‘reputation of being the
novelist of happy family 1life’ (Monod 9) reflects the
ideological matrix of his narrative that, if all human
relationships conformed to the familial model, society would
be a better, more human entity. Simultaneously, however, many
home lives in Dickens’ novels offer the replication of the
actual injustices of a repressive nineteenth-century ethos of
marriage. In many dysfunctional homes of his novels, the
benevolent principle of a paternalistic home is absent or
corrupted. If an ideal home for Dickens is not the norm, but
a concept based on its absence, it evidences the resistance of
Dickens’ text towards domestic ideology.

Eliot’s stance towards Victorian domestic ideology is
more complex than Dickens’ in terms of her gender allegiances.
Eliot consciously takes wup a paradoxical project of
challenging, as well as accepting certain Victorian domestic
paradigms. While generally accepting the equation of women’s
sphere and domesticity, Eliot powerfully challenges the

distorting effects of this idealogy in her novels. In view of
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Eliot’s complexity, Jacque Donzolot'’s argument--bourgeois
women, coopted by the offer of domestic sovereignty
collaborated actively in the dissemination of the new
bourgeois ideology (45-46) --or Bonnie Smith’s contention that
nineteenth-century women writers utterly resisted the unitary
bourgeois discourse (13-14) sound like only partial truths.
It comes closer to truth that, with her hesitations and inner
contradictions, Eliot creates in her novels an '‘aesthetic
totalisation deeply suspicious of ideological totalities’
(Eagleton 119).

I have selected two novels each of Dickens and Eliot, in
order to demonstrate the ways in which these two
representative mid-century novelists intensely probed the
domestic utopian vision and the related gender politics of
their age. I have chosen only four novels in order to
maintain an in-depth focus, rather than spread out and dilute
my critical attention. In choosing Bleak House and
Middlemarch, and Great Expectations and The Mill on the Floss,
I have taken into consideration that these novels include
wide-ranging views of Victorian homes. Furthermore, these
novels include at least one important plot of female Bildung
in relation to which I can investigate the influence of
Victorian domestic ideology on the patterns of female
development. In Part I of this dissertation, I will attempt
to explore the conflicts and contradictions in the domestic

utopian visions of Dickens and Eliot. Even though my focus is
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on the four novels, it is not exclusionary of other works by
the same authors: I will try to establish a connection between
the four novels and others.

In Bleak House (1853), Dickens criticizes the whole
society as a failed home for its inhabitants. The symbolism
of ’'bleak houses’ connects Jarndyce’s Bleak House proper,
Chancery, Tom-All-Alone’s (one of the most abject districts of
London), and Chesney Wold (an aristocratic mansion),
intimating that the whole society is a vast ’‘bleak house.’
The portrayal of these ‘bleak houses’ in gothic and demonic
imagery suggests that the ’‘uncanny’ reality--failed paternal
rule and failed homekeeping--lurks outside the ideal of the
bourgeois home. Apparently, the new Bleak House established
at the end of the novel is intended to offer a vision of a
society that itself resembles a restored home, founded upon
benignant paternal arrangements and a woman’s proper
housekeeping. However, the novel only reveals the limits and
internal conflicts in the miniature domain of Bleak House II,
which provides a weak relief against the failed homes
extensively deployed in the novel.

Great Expectations (1861) even deviates from the pattern
of providing an ideal home for the main characters. Pip the
protagonist is given no home of his own at the end of the
story, despite a belated hope for one in the second version of
the ending. One rarely finds proper maternal homekeepers or

benign but powerful paternal figures in the novel. Although
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the reward of a happy family remains available to such
characters as Joe and Biddy, and Herbert and Clara, the novel
is crammed with dysfunctional homes. Even Wemmick'’s
ostensibly utopian Castle is not totally separated from the
force of market and Newgate. Despite its ideological matrix,
Dickens’ text clearly shows that the reward of happy
domesticity cannot settle all social contradictions.

As a woman writer situated outside the patriarchal
order, Eliot takes up a peculiar stance towards the bourgeois
vision of home. 1In The Mill on the Floss and Middlemarch,
Eliot challenges the ideology of separate spheres, exploring
its ill effects on women characters. She clearly demonstrates
that the very condition of being born female and hence of
being marginalized, rendered invisible and effectively
excluded from public life, is an insuperable barrier to female
self-definition and development.

In The Mill of Floss (1861), Eliot takes up a double-
edged project of lamenting the loss of the old organic values
of traditional middle-class homes such as the Dodsons and the
Tullivers, and of criticizing their debilitating limits.
Lacking any other social guidance, the heroine has the only
two major forms of binding ethics available for her: those of
the past and home. Eliot clearly deplores that withdrawal
from the public sphere and self-abnegation are her heroine’s
necessary guidance of life, while Tom Tulliver, as a man, is

able to engage in the battle of 1life, tackling more
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substantial obstacles and gaining more definite conquests.
Eliot seems to succumb to Victorian domestic ideals when she
makes Maggie’s final journey bound home, letting Maggie die
with Tom. However, Eliot also problematizes Maggie'’s
nostalgic return to the home, by opening up the gaps between
her happy memory and reality.

In Middlemarch (1871-72), Eliot expresses her underlying
skepticism about the family and the home. Dealing with two
unhappy marriages--between Casaubon and Dorothea, and between
Lydgate and Rosamond-, along with two happy marriages- -between
Fred Vincy and Mary Garth, and between Ladislaw and Dorothea- -
Eliot attempts a balanced appraisal of Victorian middle-class
homes. Nevertheless, marital conflict is no 1longer
represented as simply a personal tragedy but as an ongoing
battle that can never be resolved within the existing gender
ideology. Nor does the successful setting up of a home for
Fred and Mary, and for Ladislaw and Dorothea solve the
question whether homekeeping can be an ultimate realization of
woman’s ‘full nature.’ Thus, Eliot’s writing discloses her
persistent resistance to the androcentric premises of her
society and culture. Overall, her novels show her persistence
in recognizing, exposing, investigating, and critiquing the

power struggles played out in gender relations.

3. GENDERED PLOTS AND THE HOME AS THE GOAL OF FEMALE BILDUNG
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To read a Bildungsroman which represents the development
of identity is to understand culture’s questions and
assumptions about the nature of the self, especially the
gendered self. Victorian gender ideology prescribed that the
success of home as an utopian realm depends on the unfailing
fulfillment of the ’‘natural’ female vocation of marriage and
motherhood. The ideality of domestic life was considered to
be maintained by moral influence and attendance of respectable
women. In this way, the ideologies of the home and the
feminine ideal reinforced each other. At one extreme of the
spectrum, there were domestic madonnas; at the other,
prostitutes. While gender definitions can never be essential,
they are frequently taken to be so by the culture which
produces them. Hence, when one examines so-called ’essential’
definitions, one is really examining cultural understanding
and needs. It is perhaps no accident that the arguments over
a woman’s position expose the nineteenth-century’s need to
invest in socially constructed roles as essential identities.

In "Of Queen’s Gardens" of Sesame and Lilies, for
example, Ruskin voices a most dogmatic view of the differences

between the sexes, known as the doctrine of separate spheres:

Now thaolr separate characters are briefly these. The
man’s power is active, progressive, defensive. He is
eminently the doer, the creator, the discoverer, the

defender. His intellect is for speculation and
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invention; his energy for adventure, for war, and for
conquest, wherever war is just, wherever conquest
necessary. But the woman’s power is for rule, not for
battle; and her intellect is not for invention or
recreation, but for sweet ordering, arrangement, and
decision. She sees the qualities of things, their
claims, and their places. Her great function is praise;
she enters into no contest.... So far as she rules, all
must be right, or nothing is. She must be enduringly,
incorruptibly good, instinctively, infallibly wise, - -wise
not for self-development, but for self-renunciation (82-

83).

Here, the nature of the woman is defined in contradistinction
to the man. In this system of binary opposition, woman’s
identity is defined as the ‘other.’ Ruskin gives the sense
that woman’s power is everything that man’s power is not. The
grand corollary of his argument is that the woman is not to
engage in 'self-development,’ but rather in ‘’self-
renunciation.’ An obvious contradiction in Ruskin’s thesis
is that woman’s great domestic power is accompanied by
psychological traits generally associated with powerlessness- -
submission, humility, and selflessness. In Ruskin’s
framework, it is clear that, however elevated her domain may
be, woman is ultimately subject to male power.

Nevertheless, Dickens and Eliot take a complex stance
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towards such ideology about feminine nature and the pattern of
female development. When they give primacy to their female
characters, they acknowledge women'’s important role as the
preservers of the home, through their moral influence as well
as homekeeping. Both organize gender relations by reference
to a ’‘natural’ order of the separate spheres. Yet, despite
their endorsement of essential feminine attributes, the texts
of Dickens and Eliot, covertly or overtly, mount a powerful
critique of the gendered opposition of the familial and the
vocational. Especially, Eliot, as a woman writer, manifestly
tackles the problem of woman'’s education and vocation to which
Dickens often pays little attention.

The Bildungsroman, a major nineteenth-century novel form,
is associated with bourgeois humanism, which includes faith in
progress and the value of the individual. The Bildungsroman
readily accommodated the concerns of a new middle-class
reading public, whose collective experience of social mobility
might be rendered as the individual’s pursuit of an ideal of
self -development. Central to the genre is the notion of
individual selfhood achieved through growth and of social
experience as an education which forms that self. The
projected resolution of this process is some kind of
adjustment to society. Thus, the Bildungsroman linked the
individual’s moral, spiritual, and psychological maturation
with his economic and social advancement.'®

Yet, as recent feminist critics have pointed out, gender
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can play an important role in the definition of the
Bildungsroman." When the notions of development and
experience are defined in essentially male terms, the
normative Bildungsroman is based on the male plot of ambition
and desire.' If the novel deals with female Bildung, the
gender is seen to seriously modify every aspect of the
Bildungsroman, for the nature of women’s experience is
different from that of men, social pressures and expectations
are different, and options are different.

Peter Brooke defines plot as a form of desire, arguing
that desire is ’‘narrative thematic,’ ‘narrative motor,’ and
‘the very intention of narrative language’ (54). This means
that the desire of a hero or heroine provides not only a
novelistic theme, but also a dominant dynamic of plot. 1In
many nineteenth century texts, however, a woman often develops
in relationship to the dominant ideology which fixes her
within the limits of someone else’s desire. So often, women’s
roles remain significant only in relation to the heroes whose
identities they strengthen: they have no desires except to be
chosen and adored by heroes. Consequently, the desires of the
female protagonist are shaped by her need to fit herself into
patriarchal structures (Benjamin 83). It holds true of many
of Dickens’ domestic angels--such as Florence Dombey, Esther
Summerson and Little Dorrit--and also some of Eliot’s female
characters. In this sense, Annis Pratt argues that the female

Bildungsroman of the nineteenth century highlights not the
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growing-up but rather the ’growing-down’ of women in a
patriarchal society (14). In their texts, however, Dickens
and Eliot foreground the contradictions and conflicts inherent
in the Victorian concept of proper female development. Their
female Bildungsromane subsume many unsolved tensions and pains
of Victorian womanhood.

In Part II of my dissertation, I will compare Bleak House
and Middlemarch, and Great Expectations and The Mill on the
Floss respectively. The first set of novels contains both the
plots of the heroine’s successful integration into marriage
and a normative social order. The second set of novels is
noted for its female plots which 1lead to death. My
categorization of female plots is in accordance with Nancy K.
Miller’s analysis of the two narrative poles of the eighteenth
century novel governing the heroine’s ascent and integration
into society and her descent into death. According to Miller,
the ’'euphoric’ pole, with its ending in marriage, is a
successful integration with society, in which the gain is both
a financial and romantic success in the 'heterosexual
contract’; the ’‘dysphoric’ pole, with an ending in death, is
a betrayal by male authority and aggression (Heroine’s Text
xi). Miller sees 1little definitive narrative change in
nineteenth-century texts: ’‘The ideological underpinnings of
the old plot have not been threatened seriously: experience
for women characters is still primarily tied to the erotic and

the familiar;...female Bildung tends to get stuck in the
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bedroom’ (151).

However, nineteenth-century ’'heroine’s texts’ are much
more complex in their handling of a woman’s developmental
pattern. They subsume a darker, resistant subtext which
Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar explore in The Madwoman in the
Attic. The intense conflicts between desire and duty,
autonomy and dependence, power and powerlessness, world and
home, and rebellion and submission are obvious parameters of
the nineteenth-century female plots. It is true that the
female plots of social integration in Bleak House and
Middlemarch show narrative movements towards marriage and the
re-establishment of existing social values. Nevertheless,
Esther Summerson’s plot and Dorothea Brooke’s plot,
respectively, evidence many self-divided conflicts in the
process of their adjustment to patriarchal demands. Dickens
and Eliot both qualify the heroines’ successful integration
into the appropriate female sphere with a considerable degree
of regret, hesitation, and doubt.

In Bleak House, Esther, as an illegitimate orphan,
struggles to take her right place in society. By the end of
the novel, Esther is safely ensconced within patriarchy as
wife, housekeeper and mother of children. In the novel,
however, Esther writes the memoir of her 1life, thereby,
dangerously mingling paradoxical vocations--writer and
housekeeper. Even though she takes great care to suppress her

‘unfeminine’ self-assertion and pretends not to be the heroine
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of her own story, Esther’s narrative frequently subverts her
official endorsement of the domestic ideal.

In the "Prelude" to Middlemarch, Eliot overtly laments
that women’s aspirations and desires are only possible to
achieve inside the institution of marriage. In spite of her
intellectual ambition, Dorothea can, unlike male characters,
develop only in one direction--through marriage. Dorothea
develops in accordance with a society that confines her,
reshapes her aspirations, makes her aware of her limitationms,
and leads her to resolve her quest only in socially available
terms. Eliot’s mixed feeling is clearly manifested when she
intimates a certain sadness about the heroine’s 1limited
fulfillment of vocation in the "Finale." The marriage closure
of Middlemarch is not explicitly revealed as the satisfactory
endpoint of female Bildung. Ultimately, Eliot is concerned
with the ’'imperfect social state’ that demands the ‘sacrifice’
of ’‘many Dorotheas,’ rather than with a domestic utopia
("Finale" 896) . Thus, Eliot disturbs the smug conclusion of
the conventional marriage plot.

On the other hand, Great Expectations and The Mill on the
Floss contain female plots which lead to death, as well as
plots of frustrated male development. Obviously, these female
plots embody a form of social alienation. The process of
female and male growth ends not with the ideal of harmonious
integration with social values, but in dissatisfaction and

disillusionment with society. In Great Expectations, Miss
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Havisham’s arrested development and her failure in the female
vocation of marriage and motherhood is thematically paralleled
with the plot of Pip’s frustration in gentlemanly vocation.
In the novel, the existence of the disproportionately large
number of failed, unmotherly women characters, as compared
with domestic ones, considerably disturbs the Victorian
domestic ideology about the innate feminine vocation.

In The Mill on the Floss, the locus classicus for Maggie
Tulliver’s dilemma is the image of the medieval trial for
witchcraft. This Victorian version of the double bind
condemns a woman for having demonic power if she swim, and
celebrates her innocence if she drown. The development of
Maggie is complicated and hindered by the lack of available
options and alternative models for female ‘being.’ It is true
that the heroine’s final journey to the home demonstrates that
the idea of nome is still a categorical imperative of her
consciousness and behavior. Nevertheless, it carries a
certain subversion: her death prevents her from fulfilling her
feminine vocation of marriage and motherhood. The seeming
resolution of Maggie’s problems in her reunion with her
brother in a liebestod leaves one with many questions about
the unrealized potentiality of her development.

In both novels, the Bildungsroman mode for Miss Havisham
and Maggie is explicitly a ‘Bildungsroman manque’: Dickens and
Eliot both problematize the normalistic female bildung

prescribed by social convention. The difference between
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Dickens and Eliot is that while Dickens finds the original
source of Miss Havisham’s destruction in her failed marriage,
Eliot finds Maggie’s in the harm of wasting female talent. By
transforming the mode of female Bildungsroman into a form of
gender-specific tragedy, Eliot manifestly protests dominant
sexual ideologies of her time.

Badri Raina complains that Dickens struggled ’'weakly and
wistfully within the bourgeois Victorian Zeitgeist’ (136).
Similarly, many modern feminist critics have felt uneasy about
Eliot’s feminist allegiances, because they suspect that she
did not sufficiently antagonize patriarchal monuments in her
texts. It is undeniable, however, that, to borrow Bersani’s
expression, the novels of Dickens and Eliot foreground the
'play of complicity and resistance which characterize the
innumerable local confrontations of power in human life’ ("The
Subject of Power" 6). Although their texts may shy away from
the direct political impact of subversion, they certainly

register a powerful challenge to Victorian cultural paradigms.

NOTES to INTRODUCTION

1. One must acknowledge the controversial connotations of
the term ‘utopia.’ As is well known, ‘utopia’ was the title
of Thomas More’s famous book (1516): his neologism ’‘utopia’
connotes a place which is both good and which is nowhere.

Since 1516, the term has been used to denote an ideal society
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or, pejoratively, an impossible society--or both.

Traditionally, classical Marxists tended to focus on the
negative side of utopianism. Frederick Engels was impatient,
for example, to set his ’scientific’ communist agenda apart
from the illusory fantasy of the so-called utopian socialists
such as Fourier, Owen and Saint-Simon: ’‘The solution of the
social problems, which as yet lay hidden in undeveloped
economic conditions, the Utopians attempted to evolve out of
the human brain.... [T]he more completely they were worked out
in detail, the more they could not avoid drifting off into
pure phantasy’ (Socialism: Utopian and Scientific 40). Lenin
keeps this tradition of the negative interpretation of utopia.
He argues in his discussion of the concept in 1912: ’‘In
politics utopia is a wish that can never come true--neither
now nor afterwards, a wish that is not based on social forces
and not supported by the growth and development of political,
class forces.’ He goes on to make a claim in the same
discussion that ’‘Marxists...are hostile to all and every
utopia’ (gtd. in Geoghegan 54)

Lukacs’s case is somewhat complex. Although Lukacs
professes to be a classical Marxist, he does not go beyond the
Hegelian idealism in The Theory of the Novel in that he
assumes the origin of history (Greece in the case of the
Western civilization) as an inviolable utopian ideal which
governs history by its absence. Although he avoids using the

word ‘utopia,’ his view of the novel is undeniably
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overshadowed by his utopian nostalgia.

Unlike these classic Marxists, however, new Frankfurtian
leftists such as Ernst Bloch, Herbert Marcuse and Karl
Mannheim began to highlight the ’‘good’ utopian dimension in
Marxism, by reformulating the concept of utopia. They firmly
believed that utopias perform an important political function:
utopias explicitly criticize existing political and social
arrangements from a radical, rather than a reformist,
perspective, thereby offering new alternative ideals of
society.

For example, Bloch develops a positive perspective of the
word ’‘utopian,’ denuded of unworldliness and abstraction, as
forward dreaming and anticipation of a good society. In The
Principle of Hope, Bloch urges us to view utopia as a
concretization of hope and ’‘real possibility’ (I:195-223).
Herbert Marcuse further details the positive operation of the
human imagination and its fantastic and utopian production.
In Eros and Civilization, his discussion concerns the function
of fantasy and utopia. Against the ’'affirmative culture’ of
the dominant ideology, art which taps the fantastic and
utopian oppcses the image of humanity as a free subject to
institutional repression (143). Thus, utopian images as pre-
conceptual figures of the negation of present reality
contribute to the general opposition to the dominant
capitalist relations to production and ideology. As will be

shown, my concept of ‘utopia’ is influenced by Bloch,
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Mannheim, and Paul Ricoeur.

2. In a different perspective from Lukacs’, Ernst Bloch
also sees the articulations of utopian impulse in narrative
form. Block sees an intrinsic relation between narrative and
utopian dimension. The utopian impulse may be presented as a
metonymic drive through a realist narrative toward something
better than what the text sets up as reality in the present.
In contrast to Lukacs’ nostalgia, however, Bloch is not so
much interested in what has been, as in the ’‘latency of being
to come at work’ and the ’‘figures of hope’ which foreshadow
the human potential in the future (On Karl Marx 172).

3. Ermarth’s weighted emphasis on consensus, however
attentive she is to the gaps and fissures within realism,
prevents her from discussing the ideological pattern
underlying realism.

4. It may be impossible to define ideology in simple
terms: ideology has been defined in diverse ways for the last
two centuries. The concept of ’‘ideology’ originated in the
late eighteenth-century effort by the philosophers of the
Institut de France to oppose medieval metaphysics based in
religion and revelation, to empirical science. ’Ideology’ was
then the science of the formation and interaction of ideas
(See Kavanagh James H, ’‘Ideology’ 306-20 and Larrain, The
Concept of Ideology). Napoleonic France and Romantic Germany
took it up to represent two things at once. To them an

ideology was a systematic outlook on the world, both a theory
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and a program, showing a coherence of logic and/ or feeling,
but it could also be a distorted outlook, departing from
positivistic objectivity to embody the passions, fears,
desires, or mere errors of the ideologue. Later in the works
of Hegel, Marx and Engels, ideology was taken out of the pure
realm of ideas and linked to the moving forces of history and
economics; ideology was seen both as the ideas held by a group
or a class and as the illusions which mask the real relations
of history in a false consciousness. Ideology was therefore
a presentation of the world in falsified terms. Then,
ideology tended to be contrasted with a more objective kind of
knowledge (See Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature, 55-
77) .

But in neo-Marxist critics, ideology does not necessarily
refer to the system of values held or put in circulation by
the ruling class to establish a consensus in society. Nor is
it necessarily a ’'‘false consciousness.'’ Ideology, once
understood as simply a set of illusions or as false
consciousness, is seen by Pierre Macherey and Louis Althusser
to be a more general set of practices that shape the self-
understanding of individuals. It is a representational system
of values, opinions, knowledge, and images which articulates
the individual’s 1lived relationship to the transpersonal
realities of the social structure as experienced by a
particular social class.

According to Macherey, ideology is a complex system of
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illusory social beliefs; it is complete in itself, but only on
the condition that there are certain things it cannot see or
say (Theory of Literary Production 261, 291). Reformulating
Macherey and Lacan, Louis Althusser also defines ideology as
a 'representation of imaginary relationship of individuals to
their real conditions of existence’ ("Ideology and Ideological
State Apparatuses, " in Lenin and Philosophy 162). By means of
these projected imaginary relationships that overlay the
actual historical situation, ideology re-presents society in
a way that conceals contradictions and doubts in favor of a
total picture within which the individual can live and carry
out the needs of her or his class. He thus argues that
‘ideology interpellates individuals as subjects’ (Ibid. 160).
Interpellation is the name of the process which places the
individual in his imaginary relationship to society.
Influenced by Macherey and Althusser, Terry Eagleton defines
ideology as: ’set of values, representations and beliefs
which, realized in certain material apparatuses... guarantee
those misperceptions of the ’‘real’ which contribute to the
reproduction of the dominant social relations’ (Criticism and
Ideology 54).

Then, I draw an eclectic conclusion of mine that
ideology is a sign system, held in a given period of history,
which portrays the beliefs, attitudes, habits of feeling, and
behavior that a society inculcates in order to generate an

automatic reproduction of its structuring premises. Ideology
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is the lived experience of people and the dimension of social
experience in which meanings and values are produced. Thus,
ideology preserves social power through culture in the absence
of direct coercion.

5. A strategy of containment is a way of achieving
coherence by shutting out seemingly irreconcilable conflicts
and contradictions. It is an ideological apparatus which
allows society to provide an explanation of itself that
suppresses its underlying contradictions. For Jameson’s
dismantling of ’‘strategies of containment’ in the writers such
as Balzac, Conrad, and Gissing, see chapters 3, 4, 5 of The
Political Unconscious.

6. Similarly, Paul Ricoeur follows Mannheim’s model in
placing ideology and utopia in a common framework. He sees
ideology and utopia as two forms of imaginative practice, two
expressions of what he calls ’‘the social imaginary.’ While
ideology tends to integrate the social order by closing gaps
in it, utopia tends to subvert the social order by creating a
gap, by projecting a possible future of what present society
could be. Ricoeur thus argues that ’'the only way to get out
the circularity in which ideologies engulf us is to assume a
utopia, declare it, and judge an ideology on this basis’
(172) .

7. The tendency of the separation of the two spheres
began with the Industrial Revolution in the late 18th century

and was consolidated into the dominant way of social ordering



34
with the rise of the middle class. See Habermas, The
Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere 14-26.

8. The term, ’'counterimage’ is borrowed from Herbert
Marcuse, Negations, 88-133.

9. Andrew Blake observes that marriage was a topic of
considerable importance in the 1literary production of the
Victorian era (91). Deborah Gorham also states that domestic
utopian vision--’vision that perceived the family as...
excluding the outside world’-- is a 'major recurrent image in
Victorian literature, art and social commentary’ (4).

10. In "The Early Formation of Victorian Domestic
Ideology," Catherine Hall argues that the formation of
Victorian domestic ideology was mainly done in the period
1780-1830, when the industrial bourgeoisie was emerging as a
result of the Industrial Revolution. Middle-class domestic
ideoclogy was closely intertwined with gender ideology. The
domestic manual and guide books which began appearing in the
18308 and 18408, such as those by Sarah Ellis, emphasized that
women’s proper place was the home.

11. According to Habermas, the bourgeois public sphere
marked a progressive historical episode as the medium for an
oppositional movement against absolutist monarchy. He argues
that the bourgeois public sphere, as a liberal and egalitarian
space, 'anticipated in principle that all human beings belong
to it’ (85). However, despite its hypothetical full

'‘openness,’ the bourgeois public sphere was still closed to



35

women. As Joan Landes indicates, the same bourgeois construct
[sphere] replaced ’'the older patriarchy’ -with a ’more
pervasive gendering of the public sphere’ (2). To Landes,
therefore, the bourgeois ideal of the home was the ideological
product of a male-dominated discourse and, as such, the foil
against which an exclusively male public sphere was defined.
When Victorian idealized the role of the bourgeois family,
they naturalized and rationalized the substantial removal of
women from the public sphere.

12. Obviously, this is a social arrangement based on
power relations. According to Carole Pateman’s Sexual
Contract, the formation of bourgeois c¢ivil society was
strongly buttressed by the theory of the social contract. The
theory of the social contract assumed that the civil
government originated from a voluntary contract between the
two parties who existed independent of social relationships.
Then, the ruling power of the social body was ratified in
terms of an individual’s act of voluntary submission to it for
his best interests. Pateman goes on to argue that while the
idea of a social contract was designed to secure civil rights
for men, it did not assume the women were party to the
original contract. Sexual difference thus becomes political
difference. Furthermore, the social contract theory
secretively presupposes a 'sexual contract,’ which
rationalized men’s ’'sex-right’ over women. Sexual hierarchy

is considered the law of ‘nature’ assumed by willing subjects.
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Its main premise is that the female relinquishes political
control to the male in order to acquire exclusive authority
over domestic life. This idea justifies the female’s lack of
access to economic and political power. Thus the theory of
the original contract identifies man’s political rights with
his ’patriarchal right’ or ’‘sex right’ (Pateman 1-18). See
also Nancy Armstrong, "The Logic of Social Contract" and "The
Logic of Sexual Contract" in Desire and Domestic Fiction. pp.
30-36, 36-42.

13. The lower-middle-class and the ’'very wealthy’ both
are considered as the middle class. In J. A. Bank’s classic
work on the middle-class and family size, he reckoned that
maintenance of the ’‘paraphernalia of gentility’ in the late
nineteenth century required a sum of about 700 pounds a year.
But as Patricia Branca pointed out, large numbers of middle-
class wives were responsible for making ends meet on incomes
of 200-300 pounds (qtd. in Jane Lewis 7).

14. See Neal, Class in English History 1680-1850, and
Smith, Conflict and Compromise: Class Formation in English
Society, 1830-1914.

15. There is possibility that domestic ideology was
strengthened as a reaction to the increasing threats of
working women. In fact, the 1851 census itself showed that
three-quarters of unmarried women worked, or lived on their
own earnings (Milne 171). In the middle of the century, more

and more attention was drawn to the ’'redundant women’ who had
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to earn a liring: ’'One great... cry rises from a suffering
multitude of women, saying, "We want work", wrote Barbara
Bodichon in 1857 (6). By 1865, a third of the women over
twenty-one were wage-earning workers, as Harriet Martineau
pointed out ("Nurses Wanted" 409). All these reports
indicate the economic reality of women who had to work for a
living and the insufficient opportunities offered to them.

16. The same idea is expounded by Robert Gray in his
article "Bourgeois Hegemony in Victorian England": ’‘Because
bourgeois hegemony involved negotiated re-definitions of
values and the emergence of distinctive versions of the
dominant idenlogy, and because the ideology could give no
convincing account of aspects of real social experience, there
were important tensions and contradictions in ideological
relations between the classes’ (246). He thus argues,
'Hegemonic ideology ha([s] differentiated versions and
interpretations, and was constantly argued out and re-
formulated’ (243). See also Andrew Blake, Reading Victorian
Fiction, 15-39, for the multifariousness of ideological
process.

17. Literary theoreticians and critics have asked how
the realist novel is capable of critiquing its own ideological
underpinnings, if it can disguise the very selective process
of representation and deploy the facade of nature for its
ideological choice. ’'The novel’s realistic bodying forth of

a world,’ as Edward Said observes, 'is to provide
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representational or representative norms selected from among
many possibilities. Thus the novel acts to include, state,
affirm, normalize, and naturalize some things, values, and
ideas, but not others’ (176). In particular, Marxist critics
has made considerable contribution to the development of
several theories as to how the realist novel can expose
contradictions and gaps in the multi-layered process of
'‘naturalization.’

Engels noted that, although Balzac was politically a
reactionary, a supporter of the Bourbon restoration after
1815, who sympathized in his work with the nobility, he also
satirized this very class and showed admiration for his
political opponents, the Republicans. Engels says of this
that Balzac was ’‘compelled to go against his own class
sympathies and political prejudices, that he saw the necessity
of the downfall of his favorite nobles... and that he saw the
real men of the future.’ This, Engels concludes, is ’‘one of
the greatest triumphs of Realism’ (Selected Correspondence
480) . However, Engels does not attempt to explain how this
can happen; how the writer’s work can run counter to his
conscious ideology.

Lukacs seems to offer an answer to this. In his essay of
1934 on Balzac’s Les Paysans, he picks up Engels’ observations
by saying that what Balzac intended to write was not what he
actually wrote (Studies of European Realism 27). He goes

further than Engels in theoretical terms by demonstrating that
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the form of Balzac’s novel corresponds to reality and by
suggesting that it is through this formal reflection that the
work runs counter to Balzac’s ideology. Thus, Lukacs greatly
plays down the role of the author in the process of literary
reflection. It is not Balzac, but the realist form of the
novel that reflects reality accurately. Again, however,
Lukacs does not attempt to explain the exact process in which
Balzac came to 'betray’ his ideology.

Pierre Macherey’s theory about 1literary production
provides a much more cogent explanation of why Balzac
problematizes his own reactionary ideology. Unlike Lukacs, he
does not treat the text as a self-contained artefact, but
regards it as a ’‘production’ in which a number of disparate
materials are worked over and changed in the process. 1In A
Theory of Literary Production, Macherey argues that the novel
is not an expression of an author’s ideology or a reflection
of the society around him; it is a fictional ’working’ or
production of both. 1Ideology enters a text as one of its
constituent elements; the text gives ideology a shape and
contours it could not otherwise possess as ideology. However,
once ideology is in the text, it is set to work with other
elements, and thus is no longer the same thing as it was
before (261, 291). Thus, an author’s ideological expression
undergoes much distortion on the printed page. 1In short,
Macherey sees the coherence of an ideology as radically

modified when it enters a literary text: in this sense, he
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argue that ’'literature challenges ideology by using it’ (133).
Obviously influenced by poststructuralist assumptions about
language, Macherey does not see texts as coherent and self-
sufficient totalities that need only ’‘transposition’ (15) by
a critic who, as the texts’ ’‘accomplice’ (17), prepares them
for consumption. He argues that, while a text manifestly
gestures toward coherence and self-sufficiency, thereby
producing ideology, it also includes its other, what it does
‘not say’ (85). Thus, the text is 1latently incoherent,
fragmented, and uneven, and so is not organized around a
’‘single meaning’ (76). In this way, the text always reveals
the ’‘gaps in ideology’ (60) and makes ideology’s presence
visible.

Althusser further develops Macherey’s theory in his own
theoretical system about the relationship between ideology and
art. In Lenin and Philosophy, Althusser situates art between
ideoclogy and ideologically-free, scientific (obviously
Marxist) knowledge. For him, art does not give a properly
conceptual understanding of reality, neither does it merely
express the ideology of a particular class. Althusser thus
declares that art ’‘makes us see,’ in a distant way, ’‘the
ideology from which it is born, in which it bathes, from which
it detaches itself as art, and to which it alludes’ (28).
Thus, while art is itself produced within an ideological
context, it nevertheless allows one to perceive the nature of

its own ideology.
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PART 1. THE POLITICAL HORIZON AND THE LIMIT OF
THE MIDDLE-CLASS DOMESTIC UTOPIAN VISION

Hegemonic ideology cannot be construed as a monolithic
entity but as something being constituted and reconstituted
continually by the people who participate in it. There is no
single, unchanging dominance, but an interactive process which
is constantly changing with conflict and compromise. In
Victorian England, the hegemony of a dominant, male, middle-
class ideology was neither static nor uniform, but formative
and transformational. The resistance that it provoked was
found everywhere in Victorian writing. It is no accident,
then, that contradictions were frequently present in the
ideological practice of mid-Victorian writers like Dickens and
Eliot, and that their works evinced the possibility of
alienation, subversion and rebellion.

The most dogmatic form of Victorian utopian vision
delineates the home as a ’'place of security, order and
emotional fulfillment,’ against the divisive forces of
industrialism and capitalism (Mintz 67). Thus, the home as an
ideal micro-community was expected to operate as an
oppositional bulwark to the deteriorated and dehumanized

gocial condition and its materialistic values. The Victorian
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home required two constitutive factors to sustain its
utopianism: a male head of the household and an angel in the
house. Men were expected to provide sustenance and protect
and guard domestic peace and comfort by their patriarchal but
benign rule. Women were supposed to maintain the ideal space
by performing domestic duties and providing moral influence.
As guardians of the private sphere, women were expected to
play an essential role in the construction and perpetuation of
domestic order, but under their husbands’ paternal
supervision.

However, any hegemonic ideology is normally full of
contradictions and unresolved conflicts. Williams argues that
'no dominant social order and therefore no dominant culture
ever in reality includes or exhausts all human practice, human
energy, and human intention’ (Marxism and Literature 125).
That is, any dominant culture must select from, and hence
exclude, the full range of human practice, thereby exposing
inevitable gaps and contradictions. Williams’ own model of
cultural process--the residual, the dominant, and the
emergent--is helpful to explain the complex working of a
dominant ideology. By the dominant, Williams means the
central system of practices, meanings, and values of people in
a society at a particular time. The residual are those
meanings and values which are formed in the past, but are
still active in the present. The emergent are those meanings,

values, practices which are being created in opposition to the
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dominant (Ibid. 121-27). Victorian middle-class domestic
ideology seems to fit into this model, in its incorporation of
the residual and the emergent elements.! As for the
residual, middle-class home utopia developed paternalistic
nostalgia for an old hierarchical order, creating the myths of
'good old families’ in which fathers used their paternal
authority to ensure domestic order and harmony.? However,
there were also those emergent elements which provided
effective opposition to what was dominant. For example,
women’s increasing awareness of their educational, economic,
and political rights began to pose a continual challenge to
paternalism and the myth of the angel in the house.

The novels of Dickens and Eliot show the interaction
between these dominant, residual, and emergent elements in
domestic ideology, and divulge unavoidable conflicts. The
power relations between family members--between adults and
children, and between the sexes--are seen not as stable, but
as constantly shifting. Barickman thus argues that, while the
family is ’'the origin of Victorian ideals,’ it also appears,
more and more frequently, as ‘the breeding ground for
conflicts in sexual identity and for the forces of oppression
and repression which inevitably spring from these conflicts’
(8) .2

While longing for a stable order of the home, Dickens and
Eliot mount a critique of Victorian family structures and

marital ideals. Their portrayals of paternal authority are
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often ambivalent and contradictory. The failure of paternity
abounds in their novels. The paternalistic ideal backfires,
converting the domestic scene not into an utopian bliss, but
into a battleground. Father figures can become abusive, or
ineffectual and weak: abusive, or powerless, defeated,
supplicating fathers crowd their fiction. In this sense,
Dickens and Eliot manifest what Sadoff calls ’‘Victorian
ambivalence’ to ‘paternal authority’: ’‘the desire for its
stability, decisiveness, and cultural validity [developed]
side by side with the hatred of its narrowness, stubbornness,
and social domination--oppression--of those without such
authority’ (6).

Furthermore, the novels of Dickens and Eliot show that,
far from being a ‘walled garden’ or a ‘haven in a heartless
world,’ the Victorian family reflects the ills of the outside
world. They give textual presence to the awareness that
hostilities and aggressions underpinning the social world also
infiltrate the domestic realm, thereby dismantling the
ideological division of spheres. Their representations of
middle-class homes are also consistent with sociological
realities. As Jurgen Habermas observes, the private sphere
’as the domain of pure humanity and freedom’ depended upon the
public sphere, ‘the sphere of labor and commodity exchange, ’
for its financial sustenance (46). Thus, when the ideology of
separate spheres assumes the home as an autonomous entity,

separated from the hostilities of the public sphere, it
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carries contradictions within itself. The private and the
social realms cannot be absolutely separated from, but are
mutually influenced by, each other.

However, Victorian domestic utopian vision advocates only
one positive way of spanning the distance between the domestic
and social realm. The mission of the home is to infuse
society with the harmonious spirit of family life, reversing
the disagreeable tendencies of modern society. Sarah Ellis,
an advocate of domestic influence, declared that the home ’'has
now become the center of a circle of influence, which will
widen and extend itself to other circles, until it mixes with
the great ocean of eternity’ (Wives of England 23). The goal
is that society should become, metaphorically, a large,
benevolently controlled family (Gallagher 57). However, as
long as the home relies upon the public realm for its
sustenance, a reverse influence is always possible: the family
can be infiltrated with commercial and materialistic ills of
society. Dickens’ novels, in particular, demonstrate the keen
sense of the negative infiltration of society into a home.

Moreover, Victorian domestic utopianism prescribed that
the success of home as the utopian realm depended on the
unfailing fulfillment of the female vocation of wifehood and
motherhood. In the novels of Dickens and Eliot, however,
submissive angels in the house rarely exist, or they are
overshadowed by a large number of strong-willed women. These

non-conforming, strong women resist the containment of their
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desires within the domestic sphere. Even though they often
satirize these women, Dickens and Eliot meticulously present
them as disrupting the ideological economy of female
sacrifice, and focus on their destabilizing challenge to the
construction of the bourgeois family.

Despite his ideological promotion of a paternalistic home
utopia on the surface, Dickens’ delineation of middle-class
homes in Bleak House and Great Expectations shows overwhelming
cases of paternalism gone awry. In the former, the
extortionate patriarchal families like the Smallweeds and the
Turveydrops loom ominously behind the ideal picture of
Jarndyce’s Bleak House. By depicting fathers displaying
predatory, rather than protective intentions, Dickens shakes
the myth of benevolent paternalism and implies, contrary to
the prevalent views, that the ’protective’ stance of the
Victorian male is self-serving at Dbest. In Great
Expectations, the vision of a home utopia is further
undermined with its contradictory combination of
respectability and criminality, love and violence. Thus, the
novel disturbs the accepted status of the home as ’'sanctuary’
by suggesting that private relations are permeated by
attitudes of aggression, not simply bonds of affection and
cooperation. Inscribed in the predominant rhetoric of
consumption and even cannibalism is the perception that hearth
and home, the center of domestic life, is as susceptible to

the same ruthless dynamics as the Stock Exchange and the
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Courts.

Eliot also disturbs a complacent view of marital paradise
by subtly revealing power struggles beneath the serene surface
of middle-class home life. Eliot is iconoclastic in throwing
a suspicious glance on the patriarchal structure of the home
in The Mill on the Floss and Middlemarch. She mounts a
caustic critique of sexual division and power imbalance in
Victorian domestic arrangements. It is true that Eliot does
not challenge the fundamentals of women’s innate domesticity,
but wvalorizes their moral role and rescuing influence.
Nevertheless, Eliot sees Victorian domestic ideology requiring
reconstruction and revision.

Dickens and Eliot at once endorse and subvert Victorian
domestic utopian vision in their novels. Even though they
frequently set up domestic utopias as the final resolutions of
the narrative movements, their narratives contain conflicts
and tension, and thus undermine, overtly and covertly, their
own promulgation of domestic ideology. Dickens and Eliot do
not convey domestic ideology uniformly as restricting women to
subservient roles under patriarchal determination, but explore
the ways to establish a non-exploitative relatedness as the
essence of marriage and the home. Their texts, while
seemingly compliant to the cult of domesticity, often covertly

alter its premises at the same time.
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NOTES

1. I am indebted to Rod Edmond for linking Williams’
cultural model to the working of Victorian domestic ideology.
But our analytical focuses are different. See Edmond, Affairs
of Hearth, 9-10.

2. Rosemary Bodenheimer argues that paternalism made its
theoretical claim as the ’‘natural order of harmony in social
relations--an order temporarily and mistakenly broken by the
industrialization and capitalization of the market place’
(22) . In general, the concept of paternalism celebrates an
order of allegedly humane hierarchical social arrangements in
which the poor and the week are ’‘protected,’ rather than
merely used, by those above them. In Paternalism in Early
Victorian England, David Robert points out three principal
sets of duties (among many) that the conscientious paternalist
felt he must perform: ’‘ruling, guiding and helping.’ Rule and
guidance more than mere benevolence underlay the paternalist’s
sense of duty. Benevolence was rather only a part of a wider
set of duties (10).

Gerda Lerner provides the valuable definition of
'paternalism’ in relation to the concept of ’patriarchy’ in
The Creation of Patriarchy: 'If patriarchy describes the
institutionalized system of male dominance, paternalism

describes a particular mode, a subset of patriarchal
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relations. Paternalism or more acculately Paternalistic
Dominance, describes the relationship of a dominant group,
considered superior, to a subordinate group, considered
inferior, in which the dominance is mitigated by mutual
obligations and reciprocal rights. The dominated exchange
submission for protection, unpaid 1labor for maintenance’
(239).

3. Stephen Mintz attempts to place this conflict between
old hierarchism and emerging individualism: ’‘the special
stresses and problems of the Victorian home reflect the
broader historical problem of adapting the values of a
deferential, hierarchical, patronage society to the values of
an increasingly contractual, individualistic society’ (5).
But he wrongly ignores gender problems embedded in the

Victorian family structures.
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CHAPTER 1. THE DISMANTLING OF CONSOLATIONS OF THE HOME IN
CHARLES DICKENS’ BLEAK HOUSE AND GREAT EXPECTATIONS

Dickens has been frequently categorized as a writer who
had endorsed middle-class hegemony. As early as 1855, Dickens
was identified by Mrs. Oliphant as a ’‘class writer’ in
Blackwood’s Magazine: ’'we cannot but express our conviction
that it is to the fact that he represents a class that he owes
his speedy elevation to the top of the wave of popular
favour....[H]le is... perhaps most distinctly than any other
author of the time a class writer, the historian and
representative of one circle in the many ranks of our social
scale. Despite their descents into the lowest class, and
their occasional flights into the less familiar ground of
fashion, it is the air and breath of middle class
respectability which fills the books of Mr Dickens’ (Collins
327). In a similar vein, one contemporary critic said of him:
‘He typifies and represents, in our literary history, the
middle class ascendancy prepared for by the Reform Bill’
(Collins 476).

In keeping with their view of Dickens’ middle-class
allegiances, many contemporary reviewers assumed that Dickens

was an uncritical supporter of the middle-class idealization
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of home, and responsible for its creation and endorsement.
One reviewer elevated Dickens as a god of the domestic hearth-
-as ’'a writer of home life, a delineator of household gods,
and a painter of domestic scenes’ (qtd. in Lane 154).! 1In his
1869 essay, Richard Holt Hutton attacked what he perceived as
Dickens’ melodrama of home: ’'His picture of domestic
affections...seems to us very defective in simplicity and
reserve’ (Collins 490). Even twentieth-century critics such
as Welsh claim that ’'if the problem that besets [Dickens] can
be called the city, his answer can be named the hearth’ (Welsh
142).

It may be true that Dickens wrote for a middle-class
reading public, and the themes of his novel were closely bound
up with the ’‘great expectations’ and disappointments of the
class to which he belonged. However, Dickens’ relationship
with his middle-class readers, and his imaginative commitment
to their domestic ideology and values is far more complex and
problematic than these critics have suggested.? Nevertheless,
in their efforts to eulogize or criticize Dickens’ vision of
the home, these critics deliberately downplayed Dickens’ dark
portrayals of dismantled families and made apparently self-
evident assumptions that are not so self-evident upon closer
inspection. A close reading of Dickens’ works always turns up
a galaxy of unhappy families which can ultimately serve to
dismantle his theoretical celebration of household gods.

In Dickens’ novels, the ’'ideal’ family characterized by
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the father’s benevolent rule and the mother’s nurturing care
is rarely portrayed. Rather, his novels teem with the
delineations of broken and unhealthy families. These families
are usually fatherless, motherless, or both: his heroines and
heroes are often orphans or illegitimate children. Thus,
despite Dickens’ apparent desire to place the happy family at
the center of his novel, Sylvia Manning finds happy families,
natural or constructed, only ’‘under exceptional circumstance
or at the boundaries of [his] novels’ (141-42). The dichotomy
between idolizing familial 1love and detailing domestic
friction seems to spring from Dickens’ observation of reality
existing in Victorian domestic scenes.? Thus, Dickens’
complex perspective on Victorian home utopias undermines the
common assumption of his ’‘romance of the home’ (Langland
131) .4

In his later novels, Dickens’ use of Victorian domestic
ideology reveals increasingly deep complexities, gaps, and
incoherences. He 1is conscious of diverse and even
contradictory aspects of the home and depicts family conflicts
and tensions overshadowing the hearth. In Dombey and Son
(1848), Dickens locates the ills of society in a prosperous
middle-class household which is improperly ruled by a frigid
and icy patriarch: he portrays Dombey as ’‘the Head of the
Home-Department’ in a house of ’‘dismal state’ (3:74).
Florence Dombey tries to create an ideal domestic environment

by being a dutiful daughter. However, frustrated by her
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father’s rigidity and coldness, she leaves her father’s home,
and finds a surrogate father in the little midshipman, Sol
Gill, and marries Walter Gay with his help. Only after her
father’s bankruptcy and subsequent repentance does her new
household include Dombey.

A wider spectrum of unhappy family life appears in David
Copperfield (1850): the death of David’s mother at the hands
of the autocratic Murdstone; the destruction of the Yarmouth
boat-home of Mr. Peggoty and Little Em’ly by Steerforth; the
betrayed affections of Betsey Trotwood; the crippled lives of
Rosa Dartle and Steerforth’s mother. At the end of the novel,
the estranged Little Em’ly returns ’‘home,’ into Peggoty’s
fatherly arms. But Little Em’ly, as a fallen woman, has no
other choice but immigrate to Australia with Peggoty, which
symbolizes her banishment from English society. In contrast,
David’s successful setting up of a home with Agnes Wakefield
reaffirms a middle-class domestic utopian vision. David, an
orphan boy, successfully makes his way through the world to
the point where ’‘advanced in fame and fortune, [his] domestic
joy [is] perfect’ (63:803).

Bleak House (1853) represents a ’'high point’ in Dickens’
home utopian vision (F. Armstrong, Concept of Home 106), in
that it emphasizes the regenerative social function of the
restored home. At the same time, however, the novel also
portrays the irretrievable failures of many homes, and thus

exposes contradictions in any utopian premises of the home.
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John Jarndyce and Esther Summerson’s Bleak House is intended
to be a center of moral redemption and social regeneration.
At the same time, the novel reveals that the social ills
represented by the domineering presence of Chancery are
continued. Furthermore, the emergence of strong, independent
materfamilies such as Mrs. Jellyby and Mrs. Pardiggle
challenges patriarchal family structures and renders them
shaky.

In Hard Times (1854), Dickens intensifies his delineation
of a gloomy picture of Victorian middle-class domestic life.
Louisa Gradgrind’s union with Bounderby is a farce from the
start, based upon the false materialistic, utilitarian values
of the Victorian era. The marriage of Stephen Blackpool
plunges his life into a living hell for which there is no
apparent remedy. Only Mr. Sleary’s circus, with love and care
between its working-class members, emerges as Dickens’ ideal
picture of domesticity. It is a deep irony that this nomadic
circus-family provides an ideal model of a Victorian home; it
suggests Dickens’ growing disillusionment with the middle-
class nuclear family. Moreover, Dickens does not end his
novel with the cheerful wedding of its nominal heroine.
Instead, Louisa returns to her father in a state of infantile
dependency and becomes an ancillary figure at Sissy’s newly-
established domestic hearth.

Dickens’ negative restatement of Victorian domestic

scenes continues in Little Dorrit (1857). In the novel,
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inadequate homes exert a powerful, but usually destructive
influence. The lack of a home and the lack of a mother
underlie social diseases and corruption. The home for Little
Dorrit, with her extortionate father, is literally a prison-
home, just as Arthur Clennam’s home is symbolically another
cold prison cell. Eventually, Little Dorrit’s role as a
’little mother’ for people reverses the process of negative
influence of the home as prison and helps Clennam find a true
home in her maternal presence. Yet, the wedded sanctuary of
the Clennams is less a solution to the problems of the world
than an escape from them. When Arthur and Little Dorrit walk
through the noisy streets, untouched by the chaos around them,
it is doubtful that their blessed union will have any
influence on the ’‘usual uproar’ of the outer world (34:894).
Significantly, no details of their married future are given,
nor is it easy to imagine any future they might have in the
decadent world of the novel.

In Our Mutual Friend (1865), Dickens’s painful effort to
affirm the home utopia is partially accomplished, yet is again
dismantled. The novel presents a portrait of a society and
homes decaying from within. Lizzy Hexam has grown up in a
home papered with descriptions of people who have drowned.
Mr. Boffin’s home, euphemistically called 'Boffin’s Bower,'’' is
symbolically located among the dust mounds and sustained by
the income earned from them. Jenny Wren, a little doll-maker,

deals with her bleak home environment created by her alcoholic
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father, by inverting the father-cﬁild relationship--by making
her father her child. Nevertheless, against the negative
apocalypse of society on the verge of collapse, Dickens
insists upon his usual final-curtain weddings. The marriages
of John Harmon and Bella Wilfer, and of Eugene Wrayburn and
Lizzy Hexam affirm a conventional home utopian vision, but not
without the premonition of its increasingly dark vista.

Great Expectations (1861) is wunique among Dickens’
novels, in that Dickens does not provide a blessed wedding as
the resolution of its main courtship plot. The deliberate
haziness of even the second version of the ending reveals his
disinclination to indulge in cozy speculation about the future
wedded happiness of Pip and Estella. In many dysfunctional
homes, traditional paternal authority is either weakened
(Joe), or distorted (Magwitch); motherly women rarely exist.
The violent and cannibalistic aspects of home 1life are
predominant. Even some happy marital homes in the novel--
Wemmick and Miss Skiffins, Herbert Pocket and Clara, and Joe
and Biddy--seem too weak and confined to exert their wholesome
influence on the public realm.

Dickens’ representation of Victorian homes demystifies
the idea of the home as a protected and ordered space in a
hostile and competitive world. The home itself has become
intense and hostile, analogous to rather than distinct from
the outside world of economic and social competition. Thus,

Dickens’ portrayals of the home do not sustain the clear



58
distinction between the public and the private spheres, and
between social ills and a domestic enclosure. By examining
Bleak House and Great Expectations for my analysis, I attempt
to reveal the multi-layered complexity of the Dickensian homes
and expose the gaps and voids inherent in his seemingly cozy

vistas.

1. Bleak House

Bleak House depicts the spiritual and moral decay
resulting from the inhumanity and lovelessness epitomized by
the causes and effects of a Chancery suit on an ever-widening
circle of victims and victimizers. Both adults and children
become foundlings in this blighted world. In this sense,
Kevin McLaughlin places the novel in the ‘genre of
homelessness’ (885). The question of Joe the crossing-
sweeper, ’‘What’s home?’ (11:199), symbolically points to the
lost state of a social system, which functions as an
'indifferent parent’ to the ’‘child[ren] of the universe’
(6:122). The novel, then, presents images of an alternmative
way of life, focusing on the values of love, compassion, and
the 1little family crystallizing around Esther. Esther’'s
'circle of duty’ takes in those victims of Chancery. At the
same time, however, the predominance of pervasive social ills
represented by Chancery overshadows the potentiality of family

as an emotionally fulfilling bastion against the dehumanizing
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effects of an insensitive society. By delineating the
overwhelming power of the Court of Chancery, Dickens thus
undermines the salutary influence of family which he is
ostensibly promoting.

The novel builds its depiction of Victorian society with
a series of ’‘bleak houses.’ The picture of bleak houses
ranges from a working-class home to an aristocratic household.
The novel presents Chesney Wold as the crumbling fortress of
aristocracy, Tom-All-Alone’s as the miserable tenement for the
poor, and intersperses in-between dysfunctional middle-class
homes. It is significant that one of the projected titles for
the novel is ’'Tom-All-Alone’s/ The Ruined [Mill] House/ That
got into Chancery/ and never got out’ ("Appendix" to Bleak
House 937). These juxtaposed names indicate that the novel
abounds in ruined homes and those homes represent the general
dissolution of social order. The implication is that the
present state of the whole society is defined as a vast Bleak
House--a failed home.’

In Bleak House, the Court of Chancery is an infamously
ineffective, but powerful institution which represents the
malfunctioning ’‘system’ as a whole, just like the mythic
Circumlocution Office, in Little Dorrit, which specializes in
red tape and 'How Not To Do it’ (Little Dorrit 10:145).
Gridley, one of the aggrieved Chancery suitors, deplores: ’‘The
system! I am told, on all hands, it’s the system. I mustn’t

look to individuals. It’s the system’ (15:268). Chancery is
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said to be located ’'at the very heart of the fog’ (1:53).
This nebulous information indicates the very difficulty of
locating the range of Chancery'’s negative power, since there
is 'fog everywhere’ (1:49). As a faceless and omnipresent
power, Chancery subsists on the general failure of families
and on the price of human 1lives. Like a giant vampire,
Chancery has sucked people’s lives away, by the elaborate and
costly procession of ‘bills, cross-bills, answers, rejoinders,
injunctions, affidavits, issues, references to masters, [and]
masters’ reports’ (1:50). An essential condition of
Chancery’s vice is the protraction of its proceedings. The
dilatoriness of Chancery points to its evasiveness, to its
failure to take decisions, its failure, that is, to fulfil its
social function of taking responsibility in issues brought
before it.

To be sure, those who work for ’‘the system’ see its
workings very differently. One of its defenders, a lawyer
called Conversation Kenge presents his case for the system:
'We are a‘great country, Mr. Jarndyce, we are a very great
country. This is a great system, Mr. Jarndyce, and would you
wish a great country to have a little system?’ (62:900).
However, his exuberant pride about the existing system is put
under ironic scrutiny, as the novel portrays him as ’gently
moving his right hands as if it were a silver trowel, with
which to spread the cement of his words on the structure of

the system, and consolidate it for a thousand ages’ (Ibid.).
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This phrase strongly implies that ‘the system’ is in fact
disintegrating and dissolving, creating chaos and anomie.

Nearly all the characters in the novel are involved in
the cause of Chancery, either as parties to it or
administrators of it. Virtually, Dickens presents no Chancery
client who has not been victimized by its procedure: it ’'has
stretched forth its unwholesome hand to soil and corrupt’
untold number of people (1:53). For the suitors, their
absorption in Chancery proves deadly. Tom Jarndyce, Miss
Flite, Mr. Gridley, and Richard Carstone are driven to
madness, suicide, or an early grave by Chancery’s harm. The
third-person narrator’s warning, "Suffer any wrong that can be
done you, rather than come here!"’ (1:51), effectively
indicates the wide-ranging harm of the Chancery by alluding to
the inscription over the door of Dante’s Infermo. Chancery
clearly functions as a murderous predator that consumes the
whole social organism.® The predatory and consumptive images
of Chancery show a case of ’‘a monstrous barbarism masked as
civilization’ (Gissing 250), suggesting that Victorian order
is a violent one, and that violence is not merely an
individual, but a structural problem.

Given that ’‘the system’ won’t work in the novel, the
ideal of the home operates as an implicit criticism of the
generally deteriorated social condition--materialistic values
and the loss of community. Dickens seems to choose, not

blowing up Chancery but Esther Summerson’s setting up of a
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home utopia, with her determination to ’let [the] circle of
duty gradually and naturally expand itself’ (8:154) to the
chaotic and inhuman society. That expanding circle of
domesticity is presumed to be an antagonistic deterrent to
Chancery’s predatory power. However, Dickens also seems to
acknowledge that, where there has been too much suffering,
death and destruction, it is not easy to accept a happy home
as a power great enough to unseat the ‘system.’ By
representing the threats posed to the communal values of the
home, Dickens’ text exposes the instability of Victorian
middle-class domestic utopian vision. First, the novel shows
that the inhuman, predatory social order directly affects the
domestic order which is supposed to be isolated from it: a
home is not a moralistic island, but a part of the
consumerist, capitalist world, exposed to its influences.
Second, even though a domestic enclave was considered a
'‘precious emotional unit that must be protected with privacy
and isolation from outside intrusion’ (Shorter 227), it can
also be an ‘emotional prison’ of ’exploitation or frustration’
between members (Wohl, "Introduction" 16): Thus, the tension
is noted between a cherished ideal of a loving community, and
a specific perception of family 1life which engenders a
pernicious climate and fosters the growth of exploitive and
demoralized relations.

Domestic scenes of middle-class households in Bleak House

are chaotic and confusing. To be sure, working-class families
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like the brickmaker’s home, and aristocratic families like the
Dedlocks are also portrayed as failed and disrupted homes:
poverty, alcoholism and domestic abuse destroy the former, and
sexual transgression, the latter. However, middle-class
families in the novel dominate the whole negative picture of
domestic scenes. First, the families such as the Smallweeds,
the Turveydrops, and the Skimpoles demonstrate a grotesque
parody of an ideal family in which paternalist wvalues have
gone awry. Second, the families such as the Jellybys and the
Pardiggles provide the examples of strong materfamilies who
fail as homemakers. In all of these households, the
traditional mode of ideal family 1life is not available.
Fathers are extortionate or ineffectual patriarchs; mothers
neglect their domesticity for their desire for a wider realm;
daughterly figures resist their instrumentality as domestic
servers. It may be a natural corollary, then, that these
families implicitly include intermal conflicts and violence,
not love and care, between their members. By representing
these uncomfortable domestic scenes, Dickens seems to
contradict the possibility of a middle-class home utopia based
paternal rule and the submission of women and children.

First, the disenchanted case of middle-class home life is
illustrated by the Smallweed family. In their confined home,
the intimacy between the Smallweed family members turns
pernicious and violent. The household consists of Grandfather

and Grandmother Smallweed, and their grandchildren, the twins
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Bartholomew and Judith. A generational gap exists because of
the son’s death. The novel situates the Smallweed residence
on ’‘a little, narrow street, always solitary, shady, sad,
closely bricked in on all sides like a tomb’ (21:341). It is
in this cramped house where Bartholomew Smallweed ’‘passes that
limited portion of his time on which the office and its
contingencies have no claim’ (Ibid.), thus drawing on the
popular notion that the home provides a haven from the jungle
of the capitalist, competitive, impersonal world. However,
their insular familiar circle is an impairment mistaken as a
familial virtue.

Grandfather Smallweed is greedy and cruel, but he is
physically helpless, gasping for breath and confined to a
porter’s chair. The demented Grandmother Smallweed outrages
her husband by her shouting and yelling. She has a habit of
breaking into ravings about money, whenever Grandfather
Smallweed speaks a number: ’'Twenty pounds, twenty twenty-pound
notes in a money-box, twenty guineas, twenty million twenty
per cent, twenty--’(21:352). When she erupts in this fashion,
the enraged Grandfather Smallweed shuts her up by hurling at
her a cushion he keeps handy. But the effort causes him to
collapse in his chair ’‘like a broken puppet....until he has
undergone the two operations at the hands of his grand-
daughter, of being shaken up like a great bottle, and poked
and punched like a great bolster’ (21:343). Grandfather

Smallweed’s attack on his wife’s speech brings on his own
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collapse and a beating by his own granddaughter, who shakes
and punches him. It is evident, then, that the nature of the
Smallweeds’s domesticity is mutual violence--between husband
and wife, and between grandparents and children. The
Smallweed children’s suppressed rage for their Grandfather
leads them to wish his death: ’'A close observer might perhaps
detect, both in [Judy’s] eye and her brother’s, when their
venerable grandsire anticipates his being gone, some little
impatience to know when he may be going, and some resentful
opinion that it is time he went’ (21:347). It is clear that
in this smoldering resentment, there is no room for ideal
domestic harmony and love.

It is notable that Judy is much more violent than her
twin brother. At least, Bartholomew can avoid a terrible
domestic scene by developing a career outside the house.
However, despite a supposed apprenticeship to an artificial
flower-maker, Judy remains at home without other outlets. Her
violence--punching up her grandfather, and developing her
'‘systematic manner’ of flying at a maid to perfect her
'‘accomplishment in the art of girl-driving’ (21:348)--is a
deviant venue for her unused energy and frustration. Thus,
Dickens’ delineation of the Smallweeds implies a hidden
protest of sexual politics inherent in Victorian domestic
arrangements.

Moreover, the Smallweed household is dominated by the

principles of mammonism of the public sphere. Now a
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desiccated o0ld man and usurer, Grandfather Smallweed has
devoted all his mental power to the single object of acquiring
cash. In his home, marriage is required as a contract to
accumulate wealth; love and emotions are replaced by practical
consideration. Bartholomew and Judy ’‘never owned a doll,
never heard of Cinderella, never played at any game’ (21:344).
In its avarice, malice, and smallness of body, mind, and
spirit, the Smallweed household clearly shows that a home is
not separated from the corruptions of the public sphere, and
that the distinction between the moral haven of a home and
immoral outer society is very tenuous.

The Turveydrop family represents a showcase of abusive
paternalism. At the center of the Turveydrop household is Mr.
Beau Turveydrop, who is well-versed in the art of exploiting
everyone around him. Although he never earns any money, he
garners more than enough to provide for his pleasures at
others’ expense by obliquely insisting upon his prerogatives
as a touchstone of 'Deportment’ and patriarch of the
Turveydrop family. He extorts the sacrifice of men and women
in the name of duty. Indeed, Mr. Turveydrop not only lives off
the labor of his son, Prince, and later his daughter-in-law,
Caddy Jellyby, but has already, in a leech-like manner, used
up the strength of his prematurely deceased wife. When
Turveydrop sanctifies his late wife as an angel, it is for his
own self-interest: ’'If the spirit of a sainted Wooman hovers

above us, and looks down on the occasion, that, and your
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constant affection, will be my recompense. You will not fail
in your duty, my son and daughter, I believe?’ (30:481).
Turveydrop’s self-serving worship and canonization of his
abused wife secretly disturbs the 1logic of Victorian
idolization of an angel in the house.

Caddy Jellyby embraces marriage with Prince as a means of
escaping the thankless servitude of a daughterhood spent
working day and night as her mother’s secretary, helping her
‘telescopic philanthropy’ (4:82). Caddy struggles to break
away from her fate as an instrument of her mother’s obsessive
philanthropic designs on Africa. But in marrying into the
Turveydrop family, Caddy has only ended up exchanging her
painful daughterhood for the servitude of a daughter-in-law
who lives with the specter of the first Mrs. Turveydrop, who
died of exhaustion. To make matters worse, Prince later
becomes lame through his exhausting regimen as dance master in
his father’s school of deportment. In her narrative, Esther
marvels at Caddy’s capacity to overcome many adversities:
‘With her husband and her poor little mite of a baby to love
and their home to strive for, what a good creature Caddy was!
So self-denying, so uncomplaining, so anxious to get well on
their account, so afraid of giving trouble, and so thoughtful
of the unassisted labours of her husband and the comforts of
old Mr. Turveydrop’ (50:739). However, despite Esther’s
intention to eulogize Caddy as a selfless madonna, one cannot

repress the feeling that Caddy is a prisoner of extorting
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patriarchy.

However, Caddy’s story subsumes a certain subversion of
Victorian domestic ideology, by portraying her struggle to
achieve a measure of independence. Eventually, she ends up
running a complicated and demanding business--the dancing
school (man’s work in the Victorian period)--on her own. The
last glimpse Dickens gives of Caddy is that she makes a good
job out of it, and achieves financial success (she rides
around in ‘her own 1little carriage’ (67:933) and female
independence. Thus, Caddy’s extra-domestic work, which is
forced on her, becomes the source of her independence. Like
her mother, Mrs. Jellyby, Caddy ends up running a business
outside the home. Another potential subversion of Caddy’s
story lies in the fact that Caddy does not produce a son to
perpetuate the Turveydrop family’s particular brand of
exploitation; instead she bears a deaf and dumb daughter, with
whom she learns to communicate. It is significant that this
communication is only conducted between mother and daughter.
Caddy’s deaf and dumb child might be taken as a sign of a
woman’s refusal to communicate with, and to conform to, the
male-dominant order.

Harold Skimpole is another example of an exploitive
father. At first sight, Skimpole’s effeminate and childish
behavior seems to set him apart from such an exploiting
patriarch as Turveydrop. However, Skimpole also exploits

people around him. He views his centrality within his
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household as his privilege, despite the lack of apparent work
to maintain it. Like Mr. Turveydrop, Skimpole has the best
'apartment’ in the house, and is given every consideration,
from the best furniture, to a selection of his favorite
delicacies at mealtime.

Skimpole has also generated a cluster of parasitic
children, who are virtual replicas of his own worst traits.
The Skimpole children remain childish in their adulthood: they
sing a little, sketch a little, live on whoever will let them.
Unlike the first Mrs. Turveydrop, however, Mrs. Skimpole has
refused to work to support the irresponsible patriarch or her
children. Interminably sitting at the parched window and
sighing, she has opted for a kind of low-grade invalidism-- ’‘a
complication of disorders’ (43:653) -- as a means of not
coming to terms with her domestic reality.’” Even though there
is no sign of aggression in her attitude, this invalidism
might be interpreted as a non-verbal expression of her
unhappiness about, and her resistance to, Skimpole’s extorting
patriarchy.

All these portrayals of failed patriarchal homes in the
movel tend to disrupt and dismantle the middle-class domestic
ddeal. An utopian picture of a middle-class home is shown as
& mirage in the array of ineffective paternal benevolence,
rmutual violence among family members, and women’s and
children’s covert and overt resistance to patriarchal

extortion. Moreover, innate contradictions in patriarchal
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premises are further exposed in the delineation of the
households dominated by strong women--the Badgers, the
Bagnets, the Snagsbys, the Jellybys, and the Pardiggles. The
portrayals of the first two households are rendered in good
humor. But the descriptions of the last three households are
marked by certain anxiety about the emerging challenge of
female power to patriarchal domestic arrangements.

As for the Badger household, where Richard Carstone is
apprenticed for medicine, its real head is Mrs. Badger. On
the surface, Mrs. Badger is an innocuous, leisured lady that
Victorian upper-middle-class might valorize. In her drawing-
room, she is surrounded by various objects, indicative of ’'her
painting a little, playing the piano a little, playing the
guitar a little, playing the harp a little, singing a little,
working a little, reading a little, writing poetry, botanising
a little’ (13:224). But her dominance in her home is very
palpable. Mr. Badger, third husband of Mrs. Badger, is a
'‘pink, fresh-faced, crisp-looking gentleman, with a weak
voice’ (13:225). He speaks only within profound reverence of
his two august predecessors--Captain Swosser and Professor
Dingo. It seems that the only value or luster he possesses as
a human being derives from his marriage to a woman who has had
two illustrious husbands. By himself, he feels a sort of
‘nemo,’ far inferior to his predecessors. On the surface,
Mrs. Badger respectfully maintains a patrilinear tradition by

keeping the pictures of her two late husbands on the wall.
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But, in fact, the only person she reveres is herself.

The Bagnet family is another home headed by a strong
materfamilias. As wife of an ex-military man, Mrs. Bagnet is
a ’soldierly-looking woman’ (27:438). She runs the whole
family on a military model, with exacting discipline as its
key feature. As an impeccable housekeeper, Mrs. Bagnet'’s
'military’ efficiency, which might have handled the logistical
arrangements of an entire army, is confined to ’‘developling]
an exact system’ of parcelling out boiled pork and greens
(27:442), and performing her ’'household duties’ in the most
efficient and productive way.

However, Mrs. Bagnet does not confine herself within the
domestic realm. Her independence and freedom is manifested in
her unlimited mobility in the outside world. With her
umbrella, she once made her way 'home to Europe’ from ‘another
quarter of the globe’ (27:441).°* When she decides what the
imprisoned Ceorge Rouncewell needs is a visit from his
estranged mother, who is the housekeeper of Chesney Wold, she
simply takes off to Linconshire, leaving her children in her
spouse’s care, and dramatically effects a reunion between
George and his mother.

Obviously, Mrs. Bagnet is the effective ruler of the
family in that she dominates her home, her children and every
man in sight, starting with her grateful husband. She has
even determined her husband’s career for him. A first-rate

housekeeper, Mrs. Bagnet is also a successful female
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entrepreneur, who has begqun a thriving musical instruments
shop. The business has nothing to do with mid-Victorian
women’s occupations such as governess job, needlework, or
school-teaching. In addition, Mrs. Bagnet frequently makes
family decisions and policies, and dispenses wisdom. But she
does so under the guise of merely presenting her husband’s
opinion. Matthew Bagnet ostensibly nominates his wife as his
spokeswoman: ‘"0Old girl," goes his refrain, "give him my
opinion. You know it. Tell him what it is’ (27:443). The
guise 1is necessary because, in Mr. Bagnet’s words,
' [d]liscipline must be maintained’ (27:442). But it fools no
one; it is a matter solely of form. Mrs. Bagnet'’s
independence, will power, and intelligence implicitly
challenge a Victorian domestic hierarchy based on sex as
fictional. 1In this sense, Langland’s outright fulmination--
'Mrs. Bagnet'’'s seeming autonomy and even authority is comic
grotesquely of the reversal of her actual domestic
subjection’ (150) --seems too biased. In the Bagnet family, the
patriarchal form of marriage remains only as fiction.

The threats of growing female power to the patriarchal
family structure are portrayed more intensely and negatively
in the households of the Snagsbys, the Jellybys and the
Pardiggles. As for the Snagsbys, they even drop a fictional
guise about traditional domestic hierarchy. A timid law-
stationer, Mr. Snagsby always lives in constant terror of his

wife; ’'Mr and Mrs Snagsby are not only one bone and one flesh
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but, to the neighbors’ thinking, one voice too. That voice,
appearing to proceed from Mrs. Snagsby alone, is heard in
Cook'’s Court very often’ (10:179-80). A tyrannical wife, Mrs.
Snagsby ruthlessly controls both her husband and her maid,
Guster: ’'she manages the money, reproaches the Tax-gatherers,
appoints the times, and places of devotion on Sundays,
licenses Mr. Snagsby’s entertainments, and acknowledges no
responsibility as to what she thinks fit to provide for
dinner’ (10:181). Insanely jealous, she nourishes her
suspicions of his infidelity with incessant nagging and
spying, a course which Dickens calls ‘the great high road that
is to terminate in Mr Snagsby’s full exposure and a
matrimonial separation’ (54:790). Called ’‘little woman’
(33:515) by her husband, Mrs. Snagsby is actually its ironic
antithesis. Mr. Snagsby constantly feels that he must expiate
a sin which he did not commit. Easily intimidated, he starts
to crumble and even considers ‘delivering himself up to
justice, and requiring to be cleared, if innocent, and
punished with the utmost rigour of the law, if guilty’ (33:
516). It is as if Mrs. Snagsby carries out the public role of
a detective or a law-enforcement officer in the domestic
realm.

The Jellybys and the Pardiggles are ruled by strong
materfamilies, who engage in ’‘good works,’ at the obvious
expense of their families’ well-being.’ Like Mr. Badger, Mr.
Bagnet, and Mr. Snagsby, the husbands of Mrs. Jellyby and Mrs.
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Pardiggle are weak and ineffectual, and have let their women
get out of hand. Rather than policing their own families,
Mrs. Jellyby and Mrs. Pardiggle go around stirring up trouble
in spheres not appropriate to their sex, according to
Victorian gender ideology. Indeed, Mrs. Jellyby and Mrs.
Pardiggle, by extending their desires into the public sphere,
destabilize the underlying logic of the bourgeois family,
based on feminine self-sacrifice and good housekeeping.

Mrs. Jellyby has a face of an ordinary, feminine woman--
'‘a pretty, very diminutive, plump woman of from forty to
fifty, with handsome eyes’ (4:85). On the surface, Mrs.
Jellyby’s small figure fits into an ideal image of a Victorian
’little woman.'’ The valorization of women’s physical
smallness in Victorian culture helped inscribe women as
leisurely, delicate decorative accessories rather than as
independent, able-bodied workers. Their little fragility was
regarded as a token of her husband’s or father’s wealth (F.
Armstrong, "Gender and Miniaturization" 404). But Mrs.
Jellyby dismantles such a stereotype of a delicate woman, and
turns out to be an indefatigable woman with formidable
stamina, given to talking and letter-writing. Nested in
papers, she drinks coffee, dictates letters and discusses the
Brotherhood of Humanity with people. Her eyes are constantly
X ixed on the natives in Borrioboola Gha, Africa, rather than
©on her child, who is sometimes stuck between the area railing

Or on the dish of potatoes which has become mislaid in the
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coal bucket. Pursuing charity business, Mrs. Jellyby refuses
to see her own houseful of neglected children and slatternly,
lazy and drunken servants as a problem.

The text shows that Mrs. Jellyby views her philanthropic
project as an alternate mothering. She admits that her
'public duties’ are ’'her favorite child’ (23:387). When
remonstrated by Esther because of her undutiful attitude to
her mother, Caddy explodes with candid rancor: ‘O! don’t talk
of duty as a child, Miss Summerson; where’s Ma’s duty as a
parent? All made over to the public and Africa, I supposel!
Then let the public and Africa show duty as a child’ (5:96).
Obviously, Mrs. Jellyby’s mothering is far from self-
sacrificing motherhood. Mrs. Jellyby exclaims, ‘What a
happiness it is to be so much occupied as I am, to have this
necessity for self-concentration that I have’ (23:387). Mrs.
Jellyby’s ’‘self-concentration’ and self-contentment with her
public work diametrically contradict the patriarchal
perception of women’s '‘natural’ selflessness and their
'egsential’ domesticity.

Mrs. Pardiggle is a different sort of philanthropic
mother, whose main mission is to visit and preach to the poor
of the city. Distinguished by a loud voice and enormous
skirts that ’‘knocked down little chairs...that were quite a
great way off’ (8:151), Mrs. Pardiggle represents a more
combative version of female aggression. Her concept of

'‘charity by wholesale’ (8:159) has a determining effect upon
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the poor as she applies ’‘benevolence to them like a strait-
waistcoat’ (30:479). When she visits the destitute
brickmaker’s squalid cottage, she obliterates the husband’s
authority in his own household. She pulls out the Bible, ’‘as
if it were a constable’s staff, and took the whole family into
custody’ (8:158). Obviously, her intervention in the
bricklayer’s family is something like a police action. Mrs.
Pardiggle tries to exercise, not the feminized form of power--
moral influence--, but authority like a man. Just as Mrs.
Snagsby performs her role of a detective in her home, Mrs.
Pardiggle plays a policeman in her charity, blurring the
distinction between feminine/masculine professions. Despite
Mrs. Pardiggle’s moral and evangelical language, it is clear
that the scene at the bricklayers’ is charged with barely
concealed violence. Her ’‘'rapacious benevolence’ (8:150) has
also a devastating impact on her own family. Mrs. Pardiggle’s
five sons are oppressed little men, like their father who also
throws in ‘his limited donation, under [Mrs. Pardiggle’s]
direction’ (8:153).

In Myths of Sexuality, Linda Nead argues that, in the
Victorian period, bourgeois women’s philanthropic action was
increasingly regarded as ’'an extension of her maternal role’
(205) . That is, philanthropy was seen as women’s work
extended from her domestic role of care and love. Of course,
the female philanthropist intervened from outside the family

relationship but on behalf of the interests of domesticity.
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Thus, philanthropic discourse shifted and expanded bourgeois
notions of the feminine ideal, situating them between the
domestic and the public. However, this new definition of
femininity subsumed a dangerous threat to Victorian gender
ideology based on the strict division of spheres. There was
always a possibility that women’s self-public role as
philanthropists can be fully expanded to the social realm.
(196-97, 203-8).

In his acrid caricatures of Mrs. Jellyby and Mrs.
Pardiggle, of course, Dickens conveys his awareness of the
possibility that philanthropic women might claim a wider,
public role for themselves. It is evident in Mrs. Pardiggle’s
strong pride in her public identities: ‘I am a School lady, I
am a Visiting lady, I am a Reading lady, I am a Distributing
lady; I am cu the local Linen Box Committee, and many general
Committees; and my canvassing alone is very extensive--perhaps
no one’s more so’ (8:152). It is no accident that Mrs.
Jellyby and Mrs. Pardiggle associate with embattled feminists
such as Miss Wisk, who indignantly proclaims: ‘the idea of
woman’s mission lying chiefly in the narrow sphere of Home was
an outrageous slander on the part of her Tyrant, Man’
(30:479) . Here, Dickens shrewdly observes that women'’s
charitable activities can be easily linked to women’s rights
movement.

In Dickens’ unattractive portraits of Mrs. Jellyby and

Mrs. Pardiggle, John Stuart Mill, author of Subjection of
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Women (1859), found clear hostility, and thus vehemently wrote
to his wife in 1865: ’'That creature Dickens, whose last story,
Bleak House, I found accidently at the London Library the
other day & took home & read--much the worst of his things, &
the only one of them I altogether dislike--has the wvulgar
impudence in this thing to ridicule the rights of women. It
is done too in the very vulgarest way--just the style in which
vulgar men used to ridicule "learned ladies" as neglecting
their children & household &c’ (Later Letters I:190). Many of
modern feminist critics also sustain their belief that Dickens
'condemn [s] the feminist in Bleak House’ (Senf 26).

It may be true that Dickens satirizes strong women in
their semi-public roles, who are independent from, and in some
measure, antagonistic to, their husbands and children.
Through their independent way of thinking and behavior
dissociated from their domesticity, these women could pose
potential threats to the self-confidence of male-dominant
culture. However, Dickens also shows that, if strong women
characters in the novel were given an opportunity to develop
their capacity in the public realm, they could be competent
public figures: Mrs. Bagnet, a fine soldier; Mrs. Snagsby, a
detective; Mrs. Jellyby, a congresswoman; Mrs. Pardiggle, a
policewoman. Without any outlets to develop their potentials
in the public realm, these women destructively live out these
roles inside the home.

Moreover, Dickens’ text implicitly suggests that women’s
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desire to acquire a wider social role may become an
irreversible historical movement. When the African project
fails, Mrs. Jellyby begins to engage in even heavier
correspondence in support of women’s rights: Mrs. Jellyby is
last glimpsed going in for ‘the rights of women to sit in
Parliament’ (67:933). It may be a logical corollary that,
once philanthropy and writing take her outside of the
acceptable patriarchal confines, she ends up working for the
change of Victorian sexual politics. Indeed, Ellen Moers has
noted a large number of ’‘agitating women’ in Bleak House,
whose independent activities point away from female dependency
to the growing possibilities for female achievement outside
the home in mid-nineteenth century. Moers has rightly
observed the positive inflection with which these ’‘agitating’
female figures may be read.

Nevertheless, the novel still propagates the traditional
ideal of a good home. Given that the Victorian system of
'‘bleak houses’ will not work, John Jarndyce’s Bleak House,
restored from its near destruction, functions as a
regenerative center for the whole society. The renovated
Bleak House aims to be a bulwark against bad influences of
those bleak houses, redressing their failures. Jarndyce
organizes and administers Bleak House, converting the
desolation caused by Chancery into a private asylum.
Jarndyce’s home is intended to enact benevolent paternalism on

the family members in its circle. Thus, the sheltered
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domestic enclave stands for the work of reform that can be
accomplished on a private level.

Yet the regenerative function of Bleak House is furthered
only by employing Esther as housekeeper. Esther, willing
servant and custodian of all that Bleak House represents,
ensures that the domestic paradise be built not only on good
paternal principles but also on good housekeeping. Jarndyce
portrays Esther as the ’little old woman’ of a fairy tale, who
'will sweep [the cobwebs] so neatly out of our sky, in the
course of your housekeeping’ (8:147-48 emphasis added). He
here implies that changes can be made at least in one’s own
sky, owning to a good domestic woman. Esther herself
willingly accepts her domestic mission: ‘I thought it best to
be as useful as I could, and to render what kind services I
could, to those immediately about me; and to try to let that
circle of duty gradually and naturally expand itself’ (8:154).
The metaphor of the expanding ’‘circle of duty’ comfortably
matches with the idea of women’s work in their proper domain.
Esther is thus expected to be ’‘intent upon the perfect working
of the whole orderly system of which [she is] the centre’
(37:587) . Wwhereas Mrs. Jellyby and Mrs. Pardiggle, in
conducting missions, and pursuing charity business, resist the
containment of their desires for public function, Esther will
provide refuge for men, doing her duties.

On the surface, Jarndyce’ Bleak House fits well into the

formalities of a Victorian home utopia, with a competent and
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benevolent paternal figure and a self-sacrificing angel in the
house. But beneath it, one finds that Jarndyce’s home is an
anomaly, composed of an old father figure, two cousins, and a
young daughterly figure, who plays a stand-in role as little
mother. Appearing in a ’'fatherly way,’ Mr. Jarndyce acts as
a benevolent guardian to the three orphans of Chancery--
Richard, Ada and Esther (6:112). Living detached from the
public realm, Jarndyce confines his fatherly attention and
loving concern only to those who can respond to his kindness
in his house.

However, the relationship between Jarndyce and Esther is
ambiguous, complex and convoluted, since it is tinted by what
Jean H. Hagstrum has called an ’‘erotic coloration’ (7). As an
orphan, Esther is under the mercy and rule of Jarndyce, ’some
one in authority at Bleak House’ (4:94). Although Esther
continually mentions how grateful she is to Jarndyce for all
he has done for her, she is evidently wary of her equivocal
position in Jarndyce’s home. Jarndyce’s role ranges from
guardian and benefactor to suitor and seducer, and ultimately
from surrogate father to a divine figure. Esther is bound to
Jarndyce in confusing attachment: is she his wife-to-be or
daughter? When Esther arrives at Bleak House, Jarndyce
confers upon her a host of names, all indicative of old women
characters from fairy tales. The over-determination of these
names-- ‘Old Woman,’ ’'Mrs Shipton,’ ’‘Dame Durden’-- turns

Esther into some kind of an old housekeeper. Still, these
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names cannot remove the fundamental uncertainties and
anxieties of her position in Mr. Jarndyce’s home. For Esther,
a young woman no older than her teenaged cousin, Ada, is
expected to play the role of an old woman, who can be a match
for the old Jarndyce.

Jarndyce’s clandestine advances towards Esther are
confirmed when he admits, despite his fatherly behavior, that
he had thought about marrying Esther from very early on. 1In
proposing to Esther, he confesses, ‘I renewed the old dream I
sometimes dreamed when you were very young of making you my
wife one day’ (64:913). This means that Jarndyce’s interest
in Esther has never been totally disinterested, but
romantically motivated. When he benevolently took Esther in
the Bleak House family, he also secretly desired for a
January-May relationship between himself and his powerless
ward.

Even if Esther knows Jarndyce’s hidden motive, she is not
in the position to condemn him outright. In a complex way,
however, Esther’s narrative includes instances of her
deliberate refusal to acknowledge Jarndyce’s desire. Going
downstairs, one day, Esther inadvertently finds a troubled
Jarndyce in the Growlery, and he proceeds to tell her what she
has earlier refused to hear about her parentage. In response,
Esther ’'blesses the Guardian who is a Father to her!’ 1In the
moment, she notices that ’‘at the word Father, I saw his former

trouble come into his face. He subdued it as before,...but it
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had been there.... None that I could readily understand!’ No,
it was true I did not understand it. Not for many and many a
day’ (17:291). Rather than admitting the implications of
Jarndyce’s ‘trouble,’ Esther’s narrative swerves into
gratitude for Jarndyce’s benevolence. But it is clear, that
from the very beginning, Jarndyce’s looks in her direction
have been full of a meaning she has refused to see. The
distortions and juxtapositions of her text reveal that she may
be aware of Jarndyce’s non-fatherly desire. What Esther needs
is a caring father, but not an old husband.

This implies that beneath a serene domestic surface of
Bleak House lies an implicit conflict and struggle between
Jarndyce and Esther. Linda Zwinger argues that, in many of
nineteenth-century novels, a sentimental family plot with the
father figure-daughter paradigm requires a submissive and
dutiful daughter and a patriarchal father. When father-
daughter seduction is in question, it barely veils certain
coercion in which a daughter’s need for love and approval is
glossed as the mutuality of attraction. But Zwinger argues
that this sentimental plot is inevitably charged with the
daughter’s simultaneous acquiescence to, and refusal of
patriarchal heterosexual desire (3-9).

Indeed, when Esther accepts Jarndyce’s marriage proposal,
she emotionally collapses, in spite of her apparent calmness.
On the same night, Esther takes out a now withered bunch of

flowers--a gift from Woodcourt--, steals into Ada’s room and
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presses this memento of her loved one onto Ada’s lips, and
burns them until they are dust (44:669). Even though this
scene is sort of a rite de passage for Esther’s renunciation
of romantic desire, it is reverberant with sexual innuendos.
Ada becomes Esther’s sexual alter ego, so that what Esther
dares not do out of her love for Woodcourt, the unconscious
Ada must perform. This act is at once of renunciation and of
sexual resistance.

Fortunately, however, Jarndyce arranges a happy
denouement: he takes Esther to inspect the house he has
bought, in a remote Yorkshire town, for her and Allan
Woodcourt, and reveals his benign plan for their marriage.
The whole affair seems very odd and strained. Has Jarndyce
finally become convinced of Esther’s buried 1love for
Woodcourt? Or does he find Esther’s covert resistance
invincible? The novel does not show the intricate
psychological process, which has led to his decision. His
eulogy of Esther’s self-sacrificing womanhood--’she will
sacrifice [her love for Woodcourt] to a sense of duty and
affection, and will sacrifice it so completely, so entirely,
so religiously, that you should never suspect it, though you
watched her night and day’ (64:914)--sounds self-complaisant
and somewhat inane. Jarndyce adds that he ’‘sacrifices
nothing’ (64:915) in giving Esther to Woodcourt, as he will be
more than welcome to visit the new Bleak House as often and

for as long as he likes.
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The final resolution is, at any rate, that Esther does
not become a housekeeper/ companion to old Jarndyce, but wife
to the young man whom she had timidly and secretly loved but
had to renounce. In Esther’s psyche, the transition of
Jarndyce from a suitor to a father figure needs certain
deliberate effort. In the final chapters, she dares to turn
Jarndyce into sort of providential deus ex machina: 'I felt as
if the brightness on him must be like the brightness of the
Angels’ (64:913); ’‘He is the object of our deepest love and
veneration.... I feel towards him as if he were a superior
being’ (67:934). This canonization of Jarndyce into a saintly
figure hides Esther’s certain subversion, in that it
symbolically ensures that she is saved from the father’s
seductive power. A saintly, divine figure cannot be a sexual
threat. Just as Turveydrop apotheosizes his late wife for his
own self-interest, Esther’s apotheosis of Jarndyce may not be
for religious veneration but for her own self-protection.

Jarndyce has no other choice but to dissolve her
ambivalence further, concerning his relationship to her by
resuming his ’'o0ld fatherly ways’: 'I am your guardian and your
father now. Rest confidently here!’ (64:913). But the fact
is, despite his continued existence in Bleak House 1II,
Jarndyce is displaced out of the center of Alan Woodcourt and
Esther’s home. Esther and Woodcourt even build a little
'Growlery expressly for [their] guardian (67:934), as if it

were their wishful thinking to relegate this powerful
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patriarch to this little space in their home.

In the novel, a domestic utopian vision is finally
asserted in the second Bleak House of Woodcourt and Esther.
Esther gathers to herself a happy circle of the family and
community from which her illegitimacy has at first barred her:
she declares that she is ’‘the happiest of the happy’ (67:932).
At the novel’s end, indeed, Esther and other characters
ultimately come together in seemingly harmonious adjustment.
However, thc various painful events leading up to this ending
show that this utopian harmony may gloss over many
contradictory examples. As illustrated in the novel’s
copiously documented case against Chancery practice, it is
clear that the public and institutional world repeatedly
invades and destroys the private world of the family. Ada is
a domestic angel figure, as illustrated in her attitude:
'‘Esther, my dearest, I want to be a good wife, a very, very
good wife indeed. You shall teach me’ (60:880). But being an
angel in the house is not sufficient to save her husband from
a fall under the ravages of the larger world. The marriage of
Ada and Richard is poisoned and blighted by the corruption and
greed of Chancery. It is clear that the glimmering utopianism
of the home in Dickens’ text rather highlights the
contradictions and gaps in the construction of the middle-
class family as refuge from the outside world.

Among many failed homes in the novel, Bleak House 1II,

along with Bleak House I which was redeemed from near-
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destruction, seems only an exception. The little ’‘doll-house’
of B%eak House II, located in Yorkshire, is far removed from
London. But it is not very far from the contaminating scenes
where Chancery continues in its perpetual course. This shows
that the local success of Bleak House II cannot put an end to
Chancery’s all-pervasive domination and bring about the
redemption of society on a large scale. Obviously, the
middle-class ideal of the home as a refuge from, and a bastion
against the outside chaos, fails, when the power of Chancery
is s8till dominant. Furthermore, if Chancery’s unlimited
miasma once swallowed up the first Bleak House, one can raise
a question how it is possible to assume that its successor is
somehow less exposed, more impermeable than its predecessor.
Bleak House II itself may not be free from the influence of
the outside world, which has shaped both its history and that
of its inhabitants.

To be sure, there is no textual evidence that Dickens
knows all the contradictions of domestic ideology that I have
demonstrated. But Dickens’ text continually displays the
other side of domestic utopianism, even if he may not
consciously understand it. Overall, in playing both sides of
irreconcilable pictures of middle-class families, and exposing
underlying contradictions in Victorian domestic arrangements,
Dickens’ text seems to undermine its own alleged thematic

assertion of middle-class domestic utopianism.



88

2. Great Expectations

Like Bleak House, Great Expectations is full of stunted,
even perverse, families which dismantle the glorification of
the home. The novel even deviates from the pattern of placing
the hero and the heroine in the midst of a secure family of
his and her own at the ending. If in Bleak House, homes are
rarely portrayed as moral islands but as part of the public
domain, the interpenetration of the social and the domestic
realms becomes even more evident in Great Expectations. The
industrial, mercantile society invades families and incites
their constituents to exploit each other for power and money.
As Gail Houston argues, the ’‘rigid ideology of the separation
of home and market place is rapidly disintegrating’ in the
novel (17). The celebration of domesticity as a sanctuary
from the vicissitudes of the cash nexus is eroded everywhere:
such words as ’‘money,’ ‘capital,’ 'portable property’ are
closely connected with Pip’s love, Herbert’s marital hope, and
Wemmick’s paradisal home. While strongly harboring a
nostalgic desire to <create a true home, the novel
simultaneously demonstrates its impossibility in a culture
dominated by the powers of money and commodity.

Great Expectations thus delineates the process of what
Lukacs calls '‘reification’ and its devastating effects on

families. Reification is the dehumanizing process by which a
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world of human relationships appears as a set of relationships
between commodities. Lukacs argues that, as capitalism
develops, Irdividuals increasingly obtain the commodity
status, and social relationships assume the form of exchange
relationships.! Written at the height of ‘the age of
capitalism,’! the novel shows that Victorian domestic
arrangements were increasingly affected by the divisive forces
of commercialism and materialism. Positive interactions
between family members are rare, as each member regards the
others in terms of their commodity value. The aggression and
competition of the public domain flows into the domestic
realm: in short, market infiltrates the home.

Moreover, the novel subverts the ideology of sexual
hierarchy by showing the increasing dominance of many strong-
willed, non-motherly women. Traditional motherhood rarely
exists in the novel. Those women who bear children die, like
Pip’s mother, lose custody, like Molly, or prove destructively
inept, like Mrs. Pocket. Apart from biological motherhood,
other women such as Mrs. Joe, Miss Havisham, and Estella twist
the maternal ideal, primarily because they deny nurture.
Except for Biddy, Clara Barley, and Miss Skiffins, women in
the novel tend to become hateful and ultimately violent,
refusing to accept their domestic role of providing nurture.
Dickens’ text clearly deplores the disasters stemming from the
general failure of sacrificial and nurturing motherhood. At

the same time, however, it shows that the assumption of
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women’s natural domesticity and motherly propensity can be no
longer sustained.

Father figures also fail in their paternmal role. Joe
Gargery is a weak and ineffectual father figure for Pip: he is
just a fellow victim of Mrs. Gargery. The role of Wemmick’s
'Aged P’ is very perfunctory. 0l1d and deaf, he has lost his
paternal power: he must be fed, dressed, and ordered to do
something by his son. Also, Magwitch’s paternal identity is
put under dark scrutiny. At first, Magwitch makes possible
Pip’s dream of improving his social status. But his paternal
benevolence and provision is swaddled in criminality and
commercial ownership, and finally shatters Pip’s dream. Great
Expectations thus portrays a general dissolution of Victorian
domestic premises based on the angel-in-the-house and the
benevolent but potent father.

It is true that there are examples of happy homes in the
novel such as Wemmick’s extraordinary castle, the new home of
Joe Gargery and Biddy, and the home of Herbert Pocket and
Clara Barley. Wemmick’s castle retains a powerful image of
the Edenic home; Joe is rewarded by a good wife in the form of
Biddy for his good-naturedness and faithfulness; Herbert
Pocket is rewarded with a wife and a home, and a stable
economic status. However, these examples are too sporadic to
overshadow the general disintegrating process. The wide range
of ruined homes depicted in the novel presents the difficulty

of enforcing the Victorian domestic ideal. The novel clearly
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demonstrates Dickens’ darker skepticism about the viability of
Victorian domestic utopian vision.

The very first scene in Great Expectations shows that a
general sense of bereavement, loneliness and disinheritance
pervades the world of the hero. Little Pip’s first
'‘impression of the identity of things’ (1:35) in the marshes
is that of his own solitude and lack of familial identity.
The paradigmatic church yard scene, where Pip stares at his
parents’ tombstones and the tiny graves of his five little
brothers, presents Pip’s fundamental homelessness in the
emblematic starkness. Significantly, Pip connects the early
death of his siblings with their economic failure. Each of
the brothers appears to him to have given up trying ’'to get a
living, exceedingly early in that universal struggle’ (35).
This reminds the reader of the tenet of social Darwinism which
endorses the survival of the fittest in the socio-economic
dimension. Given the hostility of the social world around
him, Pip’s existence also seems precarious. When Pip
perceives himself as a ‘small bundle of shivers,’ enacted upon
by a hostile physical universe (36), the coldness and
shivering he experiences indicate his alienation from, and his
primal need for, the cozy warmness of the hearth. However,
Pip’s dream to reinstate a family is not successfully realized
in the novel.

The home in which Pip is raised is not a happy home.

Pip’s sister is the only mother he has ever known, but she
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rejects her role as a mother. Mrs. Joe Gargery frequently
equates her status as a housewife with that of a ‘slave’
(4:53) and regards her additional role of an adoptive mother
as a cruel cut of fate. Forced to raise a child she does
not want, Mrs. Joe makes Pip pay a high price for her
maternal services. She always wears a coarse apron with a
square bib in front so ’'full of pins and needles’ (2:40). Her
inaccessible breast does not represent motherly nurture but
female aggression. The pins and needles often get into the
bread she is cutting, hurting the family she serves. Also, by
obsessively cleaning everything, she makes cleanliness more
uncomfortable than dirtiness. Mrs. Joe thus transforms her
'feminine’ housekeeping role into a form of rage against men.
The novel never clarifies why she has become such an angry
woman. What it shows, however, is that she is raging against
domesticity and motherhood which are forced upon her.

In this violent home, Joe Gargery is another Dickensian
weak father: Pip describes him as ‘a mild, good-natured,
sweet -tempered, easy-going, foolish, dear fellow’ (2:40).
Joe’s poweriessness as the male head of the home ironically
contradicts the complacency of the proverb that he often
quotes: ‘a Englishman’s ouse is his Castle’ (57:475). The
fact is that, in the inverted order of his home, Joe is an
ousted patriarch. Ironically, the novel reveals that Joe’s
father abused and enslaved his mother, and that the present

Gargery household repeats its violent cycle, only with the
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inversion of the gender role between the victim and the
victimizer. Thus, while fulminating against Mrs Joe’s
unmotherly Cruelty, Dickens’ text problematizes the sexual
inequality and the ensuing power struggle inherent in
Victorian familial structures.

Furthermore, the novel dramatizes not only the physical
violence directed against Pip, but also the metaphoric
violence which dehumanizes him as a commodity. The rhetoric
of consumption and even <cannibalism dominates the
representation of Pip’s early family 1life. Commercial
language, combined with cannibalistic imagery, conveys the
particular vulnerability of children at the hands of abusive
adults.” At the family Christmas dinner, for example, Uncle
Pumbleshook refers to Pip as ’‘sixpennorth of halfpence’ (4:56)
and later identifies him with Christmas ham which is about to
be devoured. If Pip were a ’'Squeaker,’--which Mrs. Joe
heartily affirms he is-- he ’‘would have been disposed for so
many shillings according the market price of the article, and
Dunstable the butcher... would have shed your blood and had
your life’ (4:58). The image of butchering suggests here that
Pip becomes a consumable ’‘object,’ subject to the market and
its predatory practices. The family feast on Pip, revelling
in the cannibalistic symbolism of the eucharist. Thus, the
Christmas feast as a ’'travesty of sacramental communion’
(Gilead 234) points to the failure of familiar solidarity in

a home fuelled by ‘’emotional and economic cannibalism’
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(Thurley 192).

Indeed, Pip’s familial relation with his uncle and his
sister is replaced by ’'market’ relations. Their chief
interest in Pip is what fortune they can accrue through him.
Even the few shillings Pip earns doing odd jobs as a boy, is
confisticated by Mrs. Joe. Later, Mrs.Joe and Pumbleshook
contrive to hire Pip out as a companion to Miss Havisham. 1In
the event that Miss Havisham passes Pip’s indentures and
premium to Joe, Pip is obviously being bought and sold. It is
no accident that Mrs Joe unconsciously confuses ’'Pip’ with
'Property’ in her delirious moanings in her sick bed (18:170).

The Pocket household is another example of a failed home.
On his arrival in London, Pip befriends Herbert Pocket and
adopts Herbert’s family as his own, wishing to become like the
gentlemanly Herbert. But the Pocket home does not conform to
any ideal domesticity, although it includes biological parents
and children--a rare phenomenon in the novel. However, a
closer look at the Pocket family reveals tension and
ambivalence, which fit into the novel’s dark perspective for
Victorian micdle-class domesticity.

Mrs. Pocket is a caricature of a bad housekeeper and non-
mothering mother, whose interest lies not in looking after her
children, but in the constant perusal of a book of peerage.
Her ’'aristocratic disposition’ is engendered by her father’s
knighthood and her conviction that her grandfather could have

been made a baronet. But, despite her ’aristocratic
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disposition,’ Mrs. Pocket’s home life is in an unendurable
mess: she has given up on any proper management of her home.
Her immersion in aristocratic genealogy, then, represents the
empty notion of ’‘good’ family, while true family ties are
neglected, derogated, or broken.

Mr. Pocket knows the inadequate state of his home, but he
is weak and powerless to discipline his household.
Ironically, Mr. Pocket is ‘a most delightful 1lecturer on
domestic economy,’ with his highly-regarded textbooks on the
management of children and servants (33:291). This suggests
that the Victorian ideal of the home is sustained only in
theory. Curiously, all the Pocket children are portrayed as
‘particularly anxious to be married,’ despite their awareness
of the shortcomings of their home. As Herbert comments, for
example, little Jane’s desire for marriage is so strong that
*you might suppose her to have passed her short existence in
the perpetual contemplation of domestic bliss’ (30:272). If
the Pocket children have formed their longing for a perfect
home based on its total absence, it becomes evident that a
Victorian domestic utopia exists as a mirage, not as in
reality.

It is important to note that the domestic unhappiness of
the Pocket household seems to have originated from the fact
that Mr. Pocket married too young without enough ‘capital,’
and botched» his better prospects by becoming a ’‘Grinder’--a

boring and 1low-paying tutoring job. Mrs Pocket’s self-
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absorption in a book and total indifference to domesticity may
be interpreted as part of her escape from the disillusionment
of her marital expectations. Financial problems in the Pocket
home seem to explain why Mr. Pocket cannot function as a
potent patriarch and Mrs Pocket feels justified in not acting
as a domestic angel. In The Dark Angel: Aspects of Victorian
Sexuality, Fraser Harrison argues that, in both economic and
sexual terms, Victorian men were required to postpone marriage
and sex until they become financially stable. Evidently,
financial security was a fundamental condition of a happy home
(21-22). Not accidently, Herbert decides not to repeat his
father’s precedent: he will marry, only after he ’'realize(s]
Capital’ (30:273). Herbert’s combination of emotional and
economic reasoning regarding his engagement to Clara Barley
makes it clear that the world of production is inseparably
connected with the world of reproduction. Thus, the example
of Herbert’s home seriously contests the idealization of the
home as a separate, autonomous sphere, by exposing its
fundamental dependency on the economic realm.

Wemmick’s construction of Walworth castle, with a moat
and a drawbridge, is a self-conscious attempt to create an
autonomous, self-contained, utopian space by his own labor and
craft. It includes a man-made edenic garden with its bower,
lake and fountain.” However, Wemmick’s enchanting castle,
with its moat, abundant estate, an inimitable pig, and a

senile father, gently parodies the premises of a Victorian
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ideal home. Although Wemmick is going to marry Miss Skiffins,
Wemmick’s castle does not necessarily require her role as an
angel-in-the-house to maintain its domestic felicity. Also,
Wemmick’s home lacks a potent paternalist figure. The decline
of paternal authority reaches its apex in Wemmick’s ‘well-
cared-for, but immensely deaf’ father (25:230). Nevertheless,
the novel portrays Wemmick’s home as apparently the most
joyful home that Pip has ever visited. Thus, the novel
subverts the Victorian assumption that an domestic angel and
a paternal authority figure are the requirements of a happy
home.

On the surface, Wemmick’s Walworth castle seems to
conform to the Victorian idea of the home as a haven detached
from the business world. It is intentionally separated from
the everyday world of law, business, prisons, and criminals.
Wemmick wants to keep a firm distinction between his work and
his personal 1ife, as he tells Pip, ’'The office is one thing,
and the private life is another’ (25:231). However, the
'compartmentalization’ of Wemmick’s life (Schwartzbach 190)
is, at best, very precarious. No matter how Wemmick enjoys
his Castle, he is doomed to return the following morning to
Little Britain where he plunges into Lawyer Jaggers’ dirty
business. It is ’‘portable property’ gained in his official
sphere that pays for Wemmick'’s private life, as he admits: 'my
guiding star is always is "Get hold of portable property"’

(25:224). Although he ’brushes the Newgate cobwebs away’
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(230), it is undeniable that Wemmick’s castle is made possible
only by the business connections with Newgate from which he
tries to keep his distance. His collection of household
curiosities, that includes ’'several manuscript confessions
written under condemnation’ (231), intensifies the sense of
the inseparability between Newgate and his home. 1In short,
Wemmick’s castle does not achieve an absolute separation of
the domestic realm from the influence of the public realm such
as prison and money.

The interpenetration between the domestic and the
business realms is most visible in Lawyer Jaggers’ home.
While waiting in Jaggers’ office, significantly, Pip finds the
death-masks of executed criminals staring at him and mistakes
them to be 'Mr Jaggers’s family’ (21:189). It suggests that
Jagger’s former clients consists of his pseudo-family: Jaggers
has no other human bond outside his 1legal profession.
Jaggers’ handwashing ritual in the closet of his office as if
to remove ill effects of criminal contact (26:233) suggests
that he may feel tainted by his work. But he brings his work
home all the more. In chapter 48, dinner at his private home
is conducted in a dry mood, as if it is an extension of his
office work. He makes guests sit there ’‘in a state of
perpetual readiness for cross-examination’ (48:404). Jaggers
never tries to distinguish his office 1life from his home life
as Wemmick does.

Furthermore, the portrayal of Jagger’s high-handed
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dominion in his home shows the sinister aspect of paternalism
gone awry, undermining the premise of its benevolence. Even
if Jaggers is a bachelor, the relationship between Jaggers and
his housekeeper, Molly, is marked by signs of marital dominion
and subjugation. However, the signs of simmering tension and
struggle between them signify that Jaggers’ domination over
Molly is neither uniform nor stable. Jaggers had helped
Molly, Esther'’s birthmother, to win acquittal a murder charge
and she has since stayed at Jaggers’ house. Strong, sullen,
conceivably mad, and with ’'some gipsy blood in her’ (48:405),
Molly poses a problem for the Victorian concept of passive
femininity. Not surprisingly, numerous allusions in the novel
link her to the fiery, revengeful witch of Colchis (26:235).
Even though Jaggers repeatedly describes Molly as ’'the wild
beast tamed’ (48:404), Molly is far from completely
domesticated, and the battle for control between them is far
from concluded. Jaggers is constantly conscious of Molly’s
potential revolt and subversion symbolized by her strong,
‘murderous’ wrist. When he claims that ‘he kept down the old
wild violent nature whenever he saw an inkling of its breaking
out’ (51:425), the word ’whenever’ intimates that Molly’s
violent revolt has occurred more than once, and can repeat
itself anytime. The novel shows, then that Jaggers’ strong
patriarchal rule is constantly threatened by Molly’s
suppressed aggression. The depiction of the Jaggers home thus

dismantles the notion that the home offers a refuge from the
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tyrannies of power.

The tyrannies of power are also evident in the
relationships of adults and children, as illustrated in the
adoptive families of Miss Havisham and Estella, and of
Magwitch and Pip. The benevolent parent-child relationship is
not available in their households: the parents either ’‘own’
children as their fantasy self, or exploit them for their own
revenge. It is no accident that motifs of cannibalism and
predatory consumption are prevalent in the relationships
between Miss Havisham and Estella, and between Magwitch and
Pip.

As heiress of a successful bourgeois father, Miss
Havisham has been the victim of an economic design and
conspiracy of her half-brother and her lover, Compeyson. Miss
Havisham’s worth to them was measured by the monetary gains
they believed they could make at her expense. In the
conspirators’ eyes, Miss Havisham was a commodity, which
could be bartered and exchanged between them. When Compeyson
deserted her on their wedding day, Miss Havisham began her
morbid existence in Satis House as a jilted and consumed
woman. Even in her present state, Miss Havisham cannot get
beyond her commodity status. She is aware that her ’'scheming’
relatives are waiting to inherit her money and ’‘consume’ her.
Miss Havisham believes that her cousins wait to ’'feast’ on her
at her death, on the same table where the spiders feed on her

rotting bridal cake (116). When the object of consumption is



101
a human being, the image of consumption of a commodity is
easily transmuted into that of cannibalistic ingestion. 1In
figuring familial relations in terms of the eater and the
eaten, the text thus effectively exposes the infiltration of
predatory capitalism into the domestic realm.

Ironically, however, Miss Havisham herself indulges in
cannibalistic appetite. She has bred and educated Estella for
a single purpose--to act as her proxy to take revenge upon the
male sex whose deficiencies are encapsulated in Compeyson. By
doing so, however, she ’‘devours’ the whole being of Estella.
In assuming that she can appropriate her ward for the purpose
of answering her displaced desire, Miss Havisham forges her
link with the novel’s most ruthless predator--Compeyson.
' [Gl reedily’ eager in her manner, and exhibiting a ‘miserly
relish of Estella’s moods’ (12:123), Miss Havisham hungers
with ’‘ravenous intensity’ (29:261) for news of Estella’s
sexual conquests. She draws sustenance from these victories,
‘as though she were devouring the beautiful creature she had
reared’ (38:320). Consequently, when Estella admits to Pip
that ’‘[she] ha[s] no heart’ (29:259), she points to the
operation of forces which make the 1life of the dutiful
daughter empty and void. Forced to conform to parental
demands, Estella’s heart, the symbolic source of love, is
invariably sacrificed to adult self-interest. Thus, despite
her effort to redress the wrongs done to the female sex, Miss

Havisham’s home unhappily replicates the pressures and
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