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Abstract

This thesis reads sexual power dynamics — taking pleasure in being hurt by or
hurting someone, wanting to control someone sexually or to be controlled, and
enjoying power struggles and negotiations of roles — as central elements of
Charlotte Bronté’s four mature novels. The argument explores the intersections
of sex, play, power and agency in Bronté’s work, drawing out the intricate,
shifting, and often unexpected dynamics that underlie what can seem like stark,
gender-based power differentials between her characters. While there is a long
critical history of examining how erotic relationships in Bront€’s novels develop
through power struggles, such readings often cast these patterns of desire as
either pathological, or (particularly in the case of submissive or masochistic
female characters) as responses created wholly by societal strictures on female
power and sexuality. Taking a reparative, sex-radical approach, this thesis
rethinks literary intersections of sex and power as productive, not just
problematic, and as ways of undermining and playing with, rather than just
reinforcing, societal and gendered power structures.

The introduction examines the critical history of reading sex and power
in Bronté’s work, situates non-normative sexual desire in Bronté’s mid-
nineteenth-century context, and shows how reading reparatively can create new
insights into sexual power dynamics in literature. The argument examines
embodied power and the erotics of mutual infliction of pain in Jane Eyre,
shows how material things used as sexual mediators widen the erotic scope of
Villette, reads the negotiation of sexual roles in Shirley as a way of managing
and transcending the pain of its novel-world, and explores the idea of fantasy
as an uncontrollable, unsettling form of intimacy in Jane Eyre, The Professor

and the Roe Head journal.
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Introduction

‘T do not like the love, either the kind or the degree of it.’
Harriet Martineau, letter to Charlotte Bronté on Villette (1853)

opening questions: ‘such grossness as only could be perpetrated by a woman”

‘Put back your hair.’

For one moment, Shirley looked not quite certain whether she would
obey the request or disregard it: a flicker of her eye beamed furtive on
the professor’s face; perhaps if he had been looking at her harshly or
timidly, or if one undecided line had marked his countenance, she
would have rebelled, and the lesson had ended there and then; but he
was only awaiting her compliance — as calm as marble, and as cool.

She threw the veil of tresses behind her ear.?

This is a passage from Shirley, Charlotte Bront€’s second published novel.
Shirley Keeldar is taking a French lesson from Louis Moore, who used to be her
tutor. She is a wealthy landowner; he is employed in her house as a tutor to her
cousin. When the scene begins he has summoned her to his rooms to brush up
on her French. She is clearly wary at the prospect of returning to their previous
roles, but at the same time willing to play along. What does it mean to decide to
be your tutor’s pupil again, to take orders, show ‘a decent obeisance’ and

assume a position of relative powerlessness (404), when you are no longer a

' Margaret Oliphant, ‘Modern Novelists — Great and Small’, Blackwoods Edinburgh

Magazine, Vol. 77, May 1855, 554-568, 557.
2 Charlotte Bronté, Shirley: A Tale, 1849, eds. Margaret Smith and Herbert Rosengarten

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 404. All subsequent references are to this edition.
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child, but a grown woman? What does it mean not to bring the lesson to an end
when it seems to be turning into something else? What is happening in the
flicker of a look where Shirley determines whether Louis’s face is revealing
either harshness or timidity, then decides to do as he says? This thesis is about
asking these kinds of vexed, suggestive questions. It is about the moments in
Bronté’s work where people threaten to put chains on each other, tell someone
where to sit or stand or what to do with their hair, express affection through
combinations of teasing and sternness and sudden vulnerability, lock someone
up to make them learn lines and then let them out and feed them cakes, fall in
love with the people who mark their written work (or vice versa), punish their
partners for speaking French to them with the sole effect of encouraging further
French-speaking, or refer to their beloveds as ‘Master’ or ‘petite chatte,
doucerette, coquette’.®> And it is about the sharp points — like Jane Eyre’s
‘precious yet poignant pleasure’ in looking at Rochester, ‘pure gold, with a steely
point of agony’ — that pin the reader, too, to the text.*

Writing about Shirley in her work on sexuality and mentorship in
Victorian literature, Patricia Menon quotes the passage above and calls it ‘a
reversion to the worst of [Bronté’s] earlier work’.> She identifies this as a
‘sensual’ scene, but with a heroine who is ‘sulky rather than sultry’: “This could
be Zamorna with Caroline Vernon, suggesting Bronté is here reverting to a form
of novelistic thumb-sucking, a return to the familiar consolations of her youth.’
(112) Menon’s reading conforms to a common pattern in critical responses to
Brontéan power relations, in which the critic analyses a power dynamic without
taking into account or considering the implications of its sexual aspects. She
aptly notes that this scene is about regression, about taking on a previous set of
roles, but although she has argued that aspects of Shirley and Louis’s
relationship are ‘crudely exploited for erotic effect’, she does not draw any
further conclusions about the sexual dimension of this ‘reversion’ (110-112). But
a representation of woman choosing to reenact a pupil role with a man she is

profoundly attracted to means something very different from a representation

> Charlotte Bronté, Villette, 1853, eds. Margaret Smith and Herbert Rosengarten (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2008), 318. Translated: ‘little cat, coy one, coquette’. All subsequent
references are to this edition.

4 Charlotte Bronté, Jane Eyre: An Autobiography, 1847, ed. Margaret Smith (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2000), 174. All subsequent references are to this edition.

> Patricia Menon, Austen, Eliot, Charlotte Bronté, and the Mentor-Lover (London: Palgrave,
2003), 112.



of a child enacting a pupil role with her teacher: it involves aspects of
theatricality, decision-making, and, importantly, self-conscious adult desire. In
this passage the acceptance of authority, the relinquishing of responsibility,
even the sulkiness that Menon detects are not straightforward components of a
pedagogical situation, but sexually charged gestures. Menon criticises both
Bronté and Shirley for apparently reverting to their youth for consolation
(though Bronté wrote the Angrian tales featuring the Duke of Zamorna into her
twenties, and Shirley must at least have been in her teens when she was Louis’s
student, so ‘thumb-sucking’ is putting it strongly), but this misses half the story:
Shirley is using a role first enacted in her youth in the context of a play of desire
and power between herself and another adult. It is a scene about familiarity, but
also about something new; about command and obedience, but also about
choice. It is, in fact, a moment of mutual revelation. Shirley gives Louis a
‘furtive’ look to determine whether he can play this game with her: she sees that
he can (his face is not timid, but neither is it harsh), and in response she throws
back the ‘veil’ of her hair. She becomes aware of his desire and unveils her own.

This brief exchange — the request or command, the flicker of a gaze, the
answering cool silence, the hair thrown rather than placidly put back — leads us
to questions that make up the heart of this thesis. Are Shirley and Louis really
flirting with each other by means of a kind of idiosyncratic
dominant/submissive schoolgirl fantasy scenario? If so, should we as readers
find this problematic, or should we approach it some other way? And why might
this kind of flirtation, this kind of power dynamic, be an interesting and
important thing to discover in Bronté’s novels? The first two questions provide
the premises for the thesis; the third suggests its purpose.

In answer to the first question, this thesis posits that sexual power
dynamics in various forms — taking pleasure in being hurt by or hurting
someone, wanting to control someone sexually or be controlled by them,
enjoying reciprocal power struggles and negotiations — are central elements of
Bront€’s novels. This is, of course, far from the first reading to notice this. Some
critics do not primarily read Brontéan sexuality in these terms: for instance,
John Maynard’s major study of the topic does not focus on the texts’ use of
eroticised power dynamics. Instead, Maynard describes what he sees as

Bronté€’s deliberate artistic concern with ‘universal processes of growth and



sexual maturation’.® This focus on growth, casting sexual life as a teleological
process from lesser to greater maturity, makes it hard to explore fully the
autotelic, elusive processes of sexual power play. But others have taken
characters’ relations within the novels to be ‘transparently sadomasochistic’, in
Terry Eagleton’s phrase describing William Crimsworth and Frances Henri’s
relationship in The Professor.” This thesis has a fraught relation to the concept
of sadomasochism, for reasons to do with anachronism and its construction of a
stable, definitive sexual identity; this will be discussed more fully later in the
introduction. But the term ‘sadomasochistic’ has a useful naming function in
the context in which Eagleton uses it. It makes it clear that what is going on is
not just workplace bullying (though Eagleton does merge the idea of bullying
with what he calls sadomasochism), and not just an ‘awakening to adult
sexuality’ (Maynard viii), but something different: something that alchemises
frustration, reproof, deprivation, condescension and defiance — the elements of
Brontéan relationships — into pleasure.

The second question, of how we can approach the depiction of sexual
power dynamics in literature as critics, is crucial to the way this thesis interacts
with the wealth of writing on Bronté’s novels that precedes it. Sandra Gilbert’s
1998 essay on Jane Eyre takes up the thread of the influential Madwoman in
the Attic almost twenty years later. It is shot through by a phrase used by
Margaret Oliphant in her 1855 reading of Jane Eyre, which Gilbert says she did
not know quite what to do with in her own reading in 1979: ‘furious
lovemaking’. “To be frank, seventies feminism was uneasy in the presence of the
erotic,” she notes. ‘And as a feminist critic in the seventies, I knew that I too had
to flee temptation...wasn’t there an element of bad faith in this reading?’®
Gilbert makes a partial contrast between her earlier political interpretation and
her current interest in Jane Eyre’s erotics, but for Oliphant, Jane Eyre’s
‘furious lovemaking’ is itself political, even revolutionary. Specifically, she sees
it as a putative force for gender equality and links it to the work of Mary

Wollstonecraft, calling it ‘a wild declaration of the “Rights of Woman” in a new

6 John Maynard, Charlotte Bronté and Sexuality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1984), ix.

Terry Eagleton, Myths of Power: A Marxist Study of the Brontés, 1975 (London: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2005), 42.

Sandra Gilbert, ‘Jane Eyre and the Secrets of Furious Lovemaking’, NOVEL: A Forum on
Fiction, Vol. 31, No. 3, Summer 1998, 351-372, 354-355.
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aspect...The man who presumed to treat her with reverence was the one who
insulted her pretensions, while the lover who struggled with her...was the only
one who recognized her claims of equality’ (Oliphant 557). Writing about the
shift in her relation to Jane Eyre over time, Gilbert describes struggling with
her own desires as a reader, and her attempt to reread the novel without
‘identifying against’ this readerly and erotic desire (355). Her conclusion,
however, is ambivalent, representing the reader as seduced and overcome,
perhaps against her own best interests: ‘Finally, perhaps, that fierce gaze of
darkness is what Jane and Rochester, similarly riddled by desire, assimilate into
themselves. And perhaps, too, their defiant acceptance of such darkness makes
the “wild nights” of their Romanticism so compelling that once again, to my
own surprise, here I am, theorizing about the novel in which they star.” (370)
Gilbert’s essay both lays out historical issues with feminist readings of
desire and sexuality in novels — in particular, the historical tendency within
some strands of feminism to see sex as an irredeemably oppressive force — and
partly exemplifies it, in the author’s wariness about her own response to the
novel’s eroticism. This thesis not only focuses on sexuality in Bront€, but on the
sorts of desire and sexual expression that tend to be described as oppressive
even by people who do not see sex in general that way. A 1990s feminist critic
such as Judith Mitchell, who writes on women as desiring subjects and explores
the erotic potential of Bronté’s novels, would be likely to take issue with the idea
that, for instance, heterosexual intercourse is oppressive in and of itself.® But
describing Louis’s desire to dominate Shirley sexually, she notes that ‘{m]odern
feminists might well recoil in disgust from such a view, as it so clearly delineates
the craving for power of the dominant over the submissive, the master over the
slave.” (61) Similarly, Gilbert praises Jane’s sexual self-expression while being
careful to situate it as assertive as opposed to submissive: ‘What (in another
context) one feminist critic rather dismissively called “romantic thralldom” may

have been Bronté’s problem in her frustrated relationship with Heger, but her

° Asin, for instance, Andrea Dworkin’s famous statement: ‘Intercourse itself is immune to

reform...[it] remains a means, or the means, of physiologically making a woman inferior:
communicating to her cell by cell her own inferior status...until she gives up and gives in,
which is called surrender in the male lexicon’ (Intercourse, 1987 (New York: Basic Books,
2006), 174). Dworkin’s ideas about sex are obviously more complex than this suggests. My
point is that some critics who do not present the desire for (say) heterosexual intercourse as
in need of reform in itself nonetheless present the desire for sexual expression through
power dynamics as such.
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fantasy of fulfilment liberated Jane into erotic as well as linguistic assertion’
(356).%

In these critical passages, some crucial concepts — ‘dominant’,
‘submissive’, ‘romantic thralldom’ — seem to operate in ambiguous ways. In
present-day usage, the words ‘dominant’ and ‘submissive’ used in noun form to
describe a person (‘the dominant’, ‘the submissive’) have a fairly specific
meaning: they describe roles in a power exchange dynamic that sexual
partners" choose to adopt or perform with each other, based on mutual desire
and negotiation. In such a dynamic the dominant’s ‘craving for power’ over the
submissive is part of the definition and assumed to be what both parties want.
To ‘recoil in disgust’ from this, as Mitchell suggests that a feminist reader will,
only makes sense if the reader feels disgust at consensual sexual power
exchanges in general. As this introduction goes on to discuss, some feminist
theorists consider that such power exchanges are oppressive in and of
themselves, usually because they are seen as resulting from, mimicking, and/or
perpetuating oppressive societal power structures. Mitchell’s argument appears
to be doing something congruent to, but slightly different from this. The other
part of her description, ‘the master over the slave’, suggests that she is, instead,
glossing over the element of consent. ‘Master’ and ‘slave’ are terms that some
people in dominant/submissive relationships use to describe themselves, and
they have become associated with dominant/submissive and
sadistic/masochistic relations in general. But they are, of course, also terms
describing a non-consensual relation in which roles of unequal power are not
freely assumed, but forced by one person upon the other. Just after this,
Mitchell describes Shirley’s submission as the reverse of acting ‘upon her own
desire’, rather than as the result of it (61). She mentions ‘the erotic possibilities
inherent in submission’ and is aware that ‘dominant’ and ‘submissive’ can refer
to fantasy roles enacted for sexual purposes, but she also uses these concepts as

if the power exchange they describe were of a piece with the nonconsensual

1 See Rachel Blau DuPlessis on H.D.: ‘this culturally mandated and seductive pattern of male-

female relations...Romantic thralldom is an all-encompassing, totally defining love between
unequals’ (‘Romantic Thralldom in H.D.’, Contemporary Literature, Vol. 20, No. 2, Spring
1979, 178-203, 178).

Although this thesis specifically deals with sexual power relations, not all consensual and
desired sadistic/masochistic or dominant/submissive relations are sexually motivated. See
Staci Newmahr, Playing on the Edge: Sadomasochism, Risk and Intimacy (Bloomington:
Indiana University Press, 2011) for more on practitioners’ own descriptions of their
motivations.
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inequality between an actual master and an actual slave (62). Gilbert’s phrase
‘romantic thralldom’, borrowed from Rachel Blau DuPlessis, has a similar dual
meaning: ‘thralldom’ suggests a real, historical oppressive relation, but also the
romantic (and Romantic) notion of being enthralled by someone one desires. It
evokes both real oppression, and oppression used as a way of conceptualising
and performing sexual desire and pleasure.

Reading the relationship in the scene above, it clearly makes a difference
whether Louis is bullying and manipulating Shirley, or whether the two are
engaged in a sexual game that plays with fantasies of objectification, struggle
and conquest. Chapter 3 of this thesis explores this issue, and suggests that
there are elements of both in their relationship. But the fact that the question
has no straightforward answer does not mean that the issue of consent in sexual
power dynamics is unimportant. Bronté critics have often assumed that such
dynamics in Bronté’s work, whether apparently consensual or not, are always
evidence of genuine oppression: that sexual dominance or sadism is by
definition tyrannous, and sexual submission or masochism by definition self-
destructive. Concepts of play, interaction, flexibility and choice are rarely part of
these critical explorations. This misestimates the variety of ways in which sexual
power dynamics can work, and moreover, leads us to miss a great deal in

Bronté’s novels.

rethinking sexual power dynamics: ‘enjoy without guilt the old fantasy**

A number of critical works on relationships and sexuality in Bronté more or less
explicitly invoke a scale of values in their readings. On this scale, relations that
do not focus on power dynamics represent a positive advance, often described
in terms of maturity, mutuality, equality and/or feminism, on relations that do.
Menon writes of Shirley that ‘{a]lmost all love in the novel is expressed in terms
of hostility or in the interactions of domination and submission...In this regard,
the work shows no advance over The Professor and little over the juvenilia. That
it is not as appealing as Jane Eyre is tribute to the skill with which Jane’s

hunger for power is made more acceptable to the reader’ (116)." Judith Mitchell

12 Jean Wyatt, Reconstructing Desire: The Role of the Unconscious in Women's Reading and

Writing (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 1990), 40.

Mary Ann Davis also notes the judgmental, teleological quality of Menon’s analysis, seeing
her reading as a result of ‘the unacknowledged language of psychoanalysis’ (‘Useful Dangers:
The Erotics of Form, Sadomasochism, Victorian Narrative’, Ph.D thesis (Los Angeles:

13
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praises Villette for coming ‘very close to achieving sexual equality’ in the
relationship between Lucy Snowe and Paul Emanuel: “The message is that
female desire can move beyond romantic submission to a place of greater
equality, can be re-directed to encompass reality rather than romantic fantasy.”*
Arguing against Robert Keefe’s conception of Lucy and Paul’s relationship as
fundamentally unequal, Mitchell describes it as ‘a real achievement for Bronté’
and ‘a real advance in Charlotte Bronté’s feminism’ (70). Aside from the
question of whether portraying a different kind of sexual relationship actually
does represent an ‘advance’, this focus on achievement, moving beyond, and
coming closer to an aim closes down interpretive possibilities. It assumes that
the texts are or should be striving towards a particular goal, and that various
aspects of the text’s eroticism are only interesting in the binary terms of
whether they lead towards or away from it.

Other writers have assumed a similar scale of values, while showing less
optimism about Bronté’s progress. Miriam Bailin does consider the dimension
of pleasure in sexual power dynamics, discussing ‘pain experienced as pleasure’
in the context of the Victorian sickroom, but she concludes that ‘for Bronté,
ultimately, there seems to be no available alternative to relations based on the
cruel opposition between domination and submission: there are only more or
less consolatory variants’.’> The key word here is ‘cruel’, another instance of the
slippage in terms described in the previous section: the description of the
‘opposition’ as ‘cruel’ seems to have nothing to do with how the participants feel
about it, whether it is desired, and what uses it is put to. The same word appears

earlier on in Dianne Sadoff’s psychoanalytic reading of Bronté, which notes that

[t]he master-servant or figurative father-daughter relationship in
Bronté's novels has been called by many critics ‘masochistic’... The
cruel combination of sadism and masochism which unsettles these and
other critics of Bronté's work takes shape, as [Terry] Eagleton

demonstrates, in the social structures of capitalism and, as [Helene]

University of Southern California, 2012), 168).
14 Judith Mitchell, The Stone and the Scorpion: The Female Subject of Desire in the Novels of
Charlotte Bronté, George Eliot, and Thomas Hardy (Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood

Press, 1994), 70.
'3 Miriam Bailin, The Sickroom in Victorian Fiction: The Art of Being Ill (Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 1994), 77.
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Moglen shows, in the individual personality as shaped by relationships

in the family.*

Sadoff goes on to argue that the female masochism other readers have seen in
Bront€é’s work can be reread as part of the novels’ figurative enactment of the
father-daughter bond, and draws on Bront€’s real-life relationship with her
father to make her point. In many ways this rethinking has explanatory force:
familial relationships are a conspicuously missing term in Bront€, and many of
the characters seem to be in search of an ideal, elective family. But the
interpretation also simplifies Brontéan masochism by taking it to be a wholly
fixed, gender-bound, almost fated entity, and overlooking the valences of it that
do not fit the father-daughter mould.

Jean Wyatt also considers father-daughter relations, and also refigures
the terms of the scale of values. Instead of opposing relationships with equal
power roles to dominant/submissive relationships, her opposition is between
the ‘high ideals’ of women’s liberation, which she describes as ‘ideologically
correct’, versus what she sees as female readers’ ‘passionate desire’ for a strong
man (40). Wyatt’s analysis focuses on women’s reading experiences of Jane
Eyre, but moreover, she tends to assume that these women have all had similar
childhood experiences of distant fathers, and that their readings simply retrace
them: ‘a reader’s vicarious experience of passion for a distant, inaccessible,
worldly man...can only recirculate desire through old memory traces of love for
a mobile, authoritative, distant father.” (24) She notes that some female readers
feel liberated or assertive when reading Jane Eyre, but situates these readers,
too, in a father/daughter context, describing them as defying ‘patriarchal
injunctions to be a good girl’ (25).

‘In lucid and compelling rhetoric, Jane advocates in speech after speech
the emancipation of women from the domestic world into a wider field of
endeavor; but a conservative undertow of images pulls the reader back into
confinement in that world through the attractions of the patriarchal figure that
Jane loves,” Wyatt writes (11). In her reading, desire — here imagined as both
Jane’s and the reader’s desire for Rochester as absent father figure — is a riptide,

drawing female readers away from their feminist ideals and into bondage. Jane

!¢ Dianne F. Sadoff, Monsters of Affection: Dickens, Eliot and Bronté on Fatherhood
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1982), 132.
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Eyre is ‘a text whose conscious ideals of female autonomy and sexual equality
are sabotaged by images of symbiosis with a strong oak of a man’, so it appeals
to readers who want to ‘enjoy without guilt the old fantasy of having one's
patriarch all to oneself.” (39-40) Yet the text ‘does nothing to move readers
beyond that impasse, toward change’ (40). Wyatt considers the idea of union
with a dominant man to be part of most women’s ‘unregenerate unconscious
desire’ (chapter 3 of this thesis argues that Bronté’s works do not support this
idea), but she is equally clear that this fantasy is in direct conflict with
‘conscious ideals of female autonomy and sexual equality’ (39). If women do not
feel guilty about enjoying this ‘old fantasy’, they should.

More problematically, in some critical work, the assumption that
Bronté’s sexual power dynamics are oppressive in themselves also means that
genuine inequality and oppression can be subsumed under the rubric of
sadomasochism or dominance and submission. Carl Plasa cogently discusses
what he calls ‘the dangerous affront of slavery as trope’ in The Professor,
quoting Frederick Douglass’s 1846 lecture on American slavery, which argues
that using the word as a convenient metaphor ‘detract[s] from the dreadful
horror’ of actual slavery.”” But his own argument makes the same metaphorical
move in reverse when he mentions Juanna Trista, a Spanish-Belgian student of
William Crimsworth’s, who ‘went to join her father in the ____ Isles, exulting in
the thought that she should there have slaves whom, as she said, she could kick
and strike at will’."® Plasa describes this as a ‘celebration of her future role as
colonial dominatrix’ (8). The word ‘dominatrix’ has been used to mean ‘female
dominator’ in a general sense for centuries, but in current usage the primary
meaning is ‘a female dominant sexual partner’. In this way, Plasa’s use of the
word projects a sexual dimension onto Juanna’s violent fantasies, and
moreover, describes a nonconsensual mistress/slave relationship as if there
were no important differences between that and any dominant/submissive
relationship. A similar process is seen in Michelle Massé’s work on female

masochism and Gothic literature. Her use of the word ‘masochism’, including in

Frederick Douglass, The Frederick Douglass Papers: Vol. 1: Speeches, Debates and
Interviews, ed. John W. Blassingame (New Haven and London: Yale UP, 1979), 317. Quoted
in Carl Plasa, ‘Charlotte Bronté’s Foreign Bodies: Slavery and Sexuality in The Professor”,
Journal of Narrative Theory, Vol. 30, No. 1, Winter 2000, 1-28, 9.

'8 Charlotte Bront€, The Professor: A Tale, 1857 (Oxford: Clarendon, 1987), eds. Margaret
Smith and Herbert Rosenbaum, 101. All subsequent references are to this edition.
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the context of Jane Eyre, is complicated by the fact that she also repeatedly
describes the protagonist of Sade’s Justine as a masochist because she does not
fight her rapists and torturers: ‘Justine, like O and all masochists who
internalize the strictures that bind them, replicates her condition’.* In both
critical works, fantasy tropes of consensual sexual power dynamics —
punishment, slavery, rape, subjugation — are treated as though they were their
non-fantasy counterparts, and vice-versa. When dealing with novels where
complex, sometimes destructive, sometimes imaginatively creative power
dynamics are part of the fabric of the text, a more nuanced conception of these

dynamics can only help us.

progressions: ‘weird curves™°

The argument of this thesis is in some ways a deliberate throwback: it is often in
dialogue with Bronté criticism and theories of sexuality from the 1970s, 1980s
and 1990s, though it also forms part of a very recent shift in attitudes to sexual
power relations in literature. The time around and just after the 1980s ‘sex wars’
— a period of conflict over the political implications of sexual practice, desire
and representation within, in particular, American feminism — was a fertile time
for discussing sexuality, gender and power in Bronté. After the discourse-
shaping Madwoman in the Attic, which reads Bront€’s work in terms of the
struggle for female creativity to assert itself in a patriarchal context, critics such
as Wyatt, Menon, Mitchell and Sadoff all asked questions about what kinds of
eroticism, what kinds of desire, are possible in a world of gendered power
differentials. For such writers, Bronté’s eroticism is often seen as problematic in
feminist terms, or as striving to create a feminist eroticism that it never or
rarely achieves. Sally Shuttleworth’s historicist study of Bront€ in the context of
Victorian psychology and Janet Gezari’s study of Brontéan defensiveness both
engage with sexual power relations in valuable ways, although their inflections
are different from those of this thesis. Tracing the power play between Jane and
Rochester, Shuttleworth describes it as a ‘decisive innovation in the genre of the
novel’: here, power does not circulate around virginity or violation, but around

knowledge, and ‘[e]rotic excitement is produced by evading interpretative

9 Michelle Massé, In the Name of Love: Women, Masochism and the Gothic (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1992), 139.

2 Marianne Noble, The Masochistic Pleasures of Sentimental Literature (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 2000), 4.

17



penetration’.* Gezari’s reading of The Professor has a rich sense of the ‘intimacy
essential to the relation of master and pupil as Bronte€ idealizes it’, and, like
Shuttleworth, she argues that the power dynamic can only be maintained by
distance: ‘Crimsworth only maintains his position as Frances Henri’s master
by...a wary dissimulation of his feelings’.>

In this sense, both Gezari and Shuttleworth are in concord with John
Kucich’s model of Brontéan power relations, in which desire is based on
maintaining distance: ‘[a]t its highest pitch, Brontéan desire never seeks to
achieve union between two selves — union that might promise equilibrium or
rest, or a plenitude of feeling that might alleviate loss. Rather, desire always
seeks to intensify isolation.’?® This thesis draws on all three authors’ conceptions
of the importance of repression, distancing and struggle to Brontéan desire.
However, it differs from them in considering that sexual power dynamics in the
texts finally produce intimacy and revelation rather than distance and
dissimulation. Such intimacy can rarely be described in terms of ‘union’,
‘equilibrium’ and ‘rest’, because the process (of struggle, overpowering,
discovering, teasing) is seen as more desirable than any possible end result (of
one ruling and one subjugated party).

In the last ten years or so, critical work on Charlotte Bronté has tended
not to focus directly on her novels’ performances of domination, submission,
sadism and masochism, but to approach issues of sex, desire and power more
obliquely. Janis McLarren Caldwell’s 2004 work on literalisation in Bronté€,
which reads the ‘revealing of one person to another’ as ‘a literalized battle
between stubbornly resistant parties’, touches on the idea of sadomasochism as
a ‘markedly Brontéan peculiarity’, though it also revises it by describing it as
only ‘seeming sadomasochism’.>* Elaine Freedgood calls her Bronté chapter in
The Ideas in Things ‘Souvenirs of Sadism’, and gives a persuasive reading of
Jane Eyre’s use of ‘experiences of abjection’, like actual slavery, ‘to build her

own sense of subjectivity and a sense of control over it’ (47). As Plasa does in his

21 Sally Shuttleworth, Charlotte Bronté and Victorian Psychology (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1996), 172.

22 Janet Gezari, Charlotte Bronté and Defensive Conduct: The Author and the Body at Risk
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1992), 53.

2 John Kucich, Repression in Victorian Fiction: Charlotte Bronté, George Eliot, and Charles
Dickens (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1987), 52.

2 Janis McLarren Caldwell, Literature and Medicine in Nineteenth-Century Britain: From
Mary Shelley to George Eliot (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 98-99.

18



reading of The Professor, she emphasises that Bronté’s free metaphorical use of
the concept of slavery takes it to be ‘part of a newly constructed unchanging
human condition...transhistorical, and thereby psychological and above all,
individual’ (49). Freedgood’s tracing of Jane Eyre’s language of mastery and
slavery to actual events compellingly shows the importance of these origins, but
accepting her argument fully requires the reader not to be interested in sexual
power dynamics between individuals. In her reading they can be seen only as
individualistic distortions of a historical reality — as a form of delusive ‘self-
help’, rather than, as chapter 4 of this thesis argues, ways of destabilising the
idea of the self (49).

Robert Polhemus’s Lot’s Daughters interprets Bronté’s work in terms of
the relationship between Charlotte, her sisters and her father. In this sense, the
thrust of his argument, if not its playful form, is similar to Sadoff’s in Monsters
of Affection or Wyatt’s in Reconstructing Desire. He casts the double desire of
Jane Eyre, which he describes as ‘a violent story full of raging desire for both
justice and transgression’,* as a dramatisation of ‘the long-existing fascination
of the girl with the older man’s power and experience and the older man’s
fascination with the young woman’s fresh, erotic appeal and hopeful mind’
(164). In other words, sexual power dynamics, ‘erotic needs and cravings for
masters to adore, talk with, hurt, suffer for, abase, nurture, and reproduce’, are,
in Bronté, strictly a father/daughter affair (167). Again, this description is
persuasive as far as it goes, but ultimately too narrow. Moreover, Polhemus’s
reading of dynamics that enact fantasies of victimisation sometimes glosses
over actual gender-based victimisation. He praises Emily Bronté for having
transcended concepts of gender in Wuthering Heights, contrasting her with
Charlotte, who to him appears to be saying that ‘if you don’t see the need to
control men and check their force by resistance and education, by the sanction
of law and/or by seducing them into some sort of practical, moral or erotic
dependency, you cannot alter the continuing pattern of victimization’ (178). But
for Emily, with her fascination with death, ‘[w]orrying about gender inequality
and sexism...is like us worrying about fair play and etiquette in Auschwitz or the
Twin Towers’ (179). His reading, then, does not always take into account the

way the ‘continuing pattern of victimization’ based on gendered power

»  Robert Polhemus, Lot’s Daughters: Sex, Redemption, and Women’s Quest for Authority
(Stanford University Press: Stanford, 2005), 166.
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inequalities affects fantasy-based power dynamics.

Madeleine Wood’s ‘Enclosing Fantasies: Jane Eyre’, written for The
Madwoman in the Attic’s twentieth anniversary, does situate sexual desire in
this context, but to the point of conceiving of desire itself as a gendered trap.
Like Wyatt, Wood sees Jane’s journey as going nowhere: ‘she is caught within
her own patterns of desire as well as by patriarchal structures’.>* Wood
describes Jane’s experience of both sexual desire for men and desire for
freedom and independence as ‘the novel's process of double-think’, suggesting
that the two needs are incompatible (99). She captures Jane’s ambivalence
towards gendered power structures, noting that she wants ‘not only to burn
down patriarchal structures [but] to exist within them, be accepted by them,
and appropriate them’ (101). But her conception of reality and fantasy in the
novel, as it relates to sex and power, is almost the reverse of that of this thesis.
She sees Jane and Rochester as engaging in ‘games of equality’ (104) that are
belied by Jane’s sense of being ‘quite mastered’ by her desire for him (Jane
Eyre 175). In her interpretation, the reader’s perception of their equality is false,
‘reliant on melodramatic contrivances’ on the part of the text (103). Both Wood
and I think of Jane Eyre as taking place within patriarchy, and unlike Polhemus
neither of us wants to reclaim the idea.>” But where Wood considers that the
game between Jane and Rochester is equality — that is, that their supposed
equality is a contrivance covering up the reality of oppression — in my
interpretation the game is the power struggle. Indeed, the concept of game-play
might be a more fruitful way of thinking about the real/unreal quality of Jane
and Rochester’s power struggles than the more common way of thinking about
encounters in sexual power play, as ‘scenes’. Like theatrical scenes, play
requires willing participants that accept implicit or explicit roles and rules of
engagement, but the notion of play further emphasises the possibility of effects

and stakes extending beyond the space of engagement. Jane’s statement (which

% Madeleine Wood, ‘Enclosing Fantasies: Jane Eyre’, in Gilbert and Gubar's The Madwoman
in the Attic After Thirty Years, ed. Annette R. Federico (Columbia: University of Missouri
Press, 2009), 95.

#7 ‘Patriarchy can be a helpful term and concept, but it loses explanatory power, loses its
potential to expand knowledge and understanding, if it’s only used to mean bad, bad, bad —
just an evil system by which men, for their own selfish ends, have run the world and
oppressed women and children. Patriarchs have made and shaped history because life and
motherhood were precarious’ (Polhemus 147). But the view of patriarchy that Polhemus
criticises is a straw man, and his own conception of it, which positions morality and justice
as a ‘refinement’ to be pursued after the basic requirements of life are achieved, seems
unconvincing (147).
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Wood quotes) that Rochester’s ‘influence...took my feelings from my own power
and fettered them in his’ can thus be read as true and deeply felt, while also
involving a dimension of play in which loss of power can be experienced as
pleasurable (175). Their relationship, and the novel’s wider context, are laden
with pre-existing power inequalities, but the sexual power dynamics between
them are consciously engaged in and, like the best play, a source of pleasure.

Recent Bronté criticism, then, tends either to touch only lightly on sexual
power dynamics or to maintain the assumption of earlier criticism that they are
essentially destructive. The sex-radical®® vein in present-day feminism, which
concerns itself with issues of agency and consent, the relations between sexual
practices and the culture at large, and the variety and complexity of sexual
experience, offers a theoretical purchase on Bronté studies that is only
beginning to be explored.

A fairly recent critical dialogue on sexual power dynamics in literature,
between Marianne Noble and a reviewer of her study on female masochism in
nineteenth-century sentimental writing, suggests how sex-radical theory could
expand critical approaches. Noble conceives of female masochism as neither
wholly liberating nor subjugating, but as a ‘weird curve’ or adaptive response
that enabled the writers she studies to express their desires in a restrictive
environment (4). She is interested in the creative possibilities of masochism,
and wants to avoid both the early psychoanalytic model of female sexuality as
inherently masochistic and the radical feminist view of masochism as a product
of male oppression. This is a fruitful approach, and the book insightfully
demonstrates how masochism might be historicised. However, her argument
finally conceives of this kind of sexual desire as inevitably a product of
oppression: without the negative societal strictures that created these ‘weird

curves’, there would be no need for the adaptive response of masochism. Anna

%  ‘Sex-positive’ is by far the most commonly used term for the strand of feminism that argues
for the valuing of sexual expression, desire and agency in its variant forms as an important
part of the project of gender equality. This thesis uses ‘sex-radical’ to describe its approach
because, while it is in disagreement with feminists and theorists who consider some sexual
expressions problematic even when they are freely engaged in, implicitly positioning them as
‘sex-negative’ is often inaccurate. On the other hand, the idea of being neutral about sex as
such almost seems more conceptually fraught, as when Elisa Glick calls for ‘a new focus on
the political and material effects of pro-sexuality’ and presents her critique as ‘not anti-sex,
but rather refus[ing] to be either “for” or “against” sex and particular sexual styles’ (‘Sex
Positive: Feminism, Queer Theory, and the Politics of Transgression’, Feminist Review, No.
64, Spring 2000, 19-45, 19). By contrast, this thesis positions itself as ‘for’ both sex and
particular sexual styles in and of themselves.
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Mae Duane’s review of the book, however, considers even this condemnation of
masochism as such too permissive. She mentions ‘the problematic reality that
many women have actually enjoyed suffering’, and notes that ‘readers
committed to overt and unequivocal resistance to oppression’ may feel
provoked by her argument.* Duane concludes her review: ‘for the larger
scholarly community, the uneasiness Noble’s argument may cause exposes how
easily critics can succumb to the temptation to exclude and condemn what
displeases us, even as we imagine ourselves working towards a celebration of
difference.” (258) Although this is a call for greater tolerance, it clearly describes
who ‘we’ as critics are: uneasy, displeased, and trying to celebrate difference;
not ourselves different, suffering, enjoying. Too often, even now, the critical
perspective on sexual power dynamics is an outside perspective, uneasy or

accepting, condemning or allowing. It is rarely a perspective of desire.

perspectives of desire: ‘how do you feel?*°

In this thesis, I want to re-open the conversation. I want us as critics to think
more broadly, more imaginatively and more excitedly about Brontéan sexuality,
to see a proliferation of possibilities in Bronté’s texts rather than a scale of
acceptability. There are already signs that new readers are beginning to revise
former assumptions and turn to different ways of approaching sexual power
dynamics. Two recent doctoral theses focus wholly and explicitly on sexual
power relations in Victorian literature. Claire Jarvis’s 2008 work ‘Making
Scenes: Supersensual Masochism and Victorian Literature’ focuses on ‘a scenic
masochism featuring a submissive male and dominant female’, using this
pattern to reread literary and real-life representations of Victorian marriages
(including work by Emily, but not Charlotte Bronté€).*' In some respects, Jarvis’s
conception of masochism follows Gilles Deleuze’s: she speaks of a ‘masochistic
dyad’ rather than a sadist/masochist pairing (2), and sees masochism and
sadism as formally distinct: ‘For Deleuze and for me, the unifying symbolic

aspect of masochism is its emphasis on scenic suspension: the whip that does

»  Anna Mae Duane, ‘An Uneasy Union: Pain, Pleasure, and Power in American Sentimental

Fiction’, review of The Masochistic Pleasures of Sentimental Literature by Marianne Noble, NOVEL: A F
Fiction, Vol. 33, No. 2, Spring 2000, 256-258, 257-258.

3 Davis, 225.

31 Claire Jarvis, ‘Making Scenes: Supersensual Masochism and Victorian Literature’, Ph.D
thesis (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University, 2008), 12.
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not strike, the raised hand that threatens, but never connects with its target’ (4).
However, Jarvis criticises Deleuze’s idea that there is only one agent or subject
in the masochistic relationship, with the supposed female sadist being, in fact, a
masochist suborned into acting out the male masochist’s fantasies. Instead, she
uses Richard von Krafft-Ebing’s case studies and Leopold von Sacher-Masoch’s
Venus in Furs to posit that the dominant woman is an active participant in
these scenes, and to underscore the importance of ‘sexual sympathy’ to
masochistic dyads: ‘agreement only remains as long as each partner’s desires
are met’ (5-6).

A fundamental disjunction between this thesis’s theory of sexual power
dynamics and Jarvis’s is her description (following Deleuze) of relationships
based on contract and negotiation as ‘masochistic’. Fixed, institutionalised
power dynamics are described as ‘sadistic’, thus casting consensual power
dynamics as masochistic and non-consensual ones as sadistic. In a sense, this
simply reinscribes the more common uses of the terms ‘sadistic’ and
‘masochistic’, without necessarily changing the sense of what goes on in a
consensual power dynamic. However, the redefining of these terms in ways that
are at odds with most practitioners’ usage seems to imply a devaluing of
dominant or sadistic desire. Jarvis nonetheless strongly contests this devaluing
in other ways, and a similar idea is at the core of both our theses: that reading
sexual power dynamics can show us ‘not only how a “perverse” sexuality scopes
the limits of “normative” sexuality, but also how sexuality as such impinges on
questions of what constitutes subjectivity and gendered selthood’ (10). The
theses, then, share the basic aim of reading sexual power dynamics in terms of
the participants’ desire and agency.

The critical work that chimes most interestingly with the aims of my own
project is also one of the most recent: Mary Ann Davis’s 2012 doctoral thesis
‘Useful Dangers: The Erotics of Form, Sadomasochism, Victorian Narrative’.
Davis’s intervention is to consider sadomasochism — her preferred term, on the
basis that ‘the compounding of sadism and masochism [in this phrase]
symbolizes the relational nature of these erotics, existing as two fundamentally
different worldviews put into relation with one another’ (11) — as a conceptual
tool for thinking about Victorian narrative, focusing less on erotic identities

than on erotic forms, like ‘suspense, narration, contracts’ (iv). Davis considers
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that sex, ‘even the most “natural” and vanilla of events’, is always at once a
matter of personal expression and a political engagement (17-18), and she uses
this awareness to position sadomasochism as a particular kind of play: ‘rather
than manifesting a desire to remain outside of social relations,
sadomasochism’s play depends upon engaging with social relations’ (24).
Useful Dangers deals with a range of Victorian novels, with the final chapter
exploring Jane Eyre and The Professor, and Davis’s way of thinking about
Brontéan power dynamics is in accord with my own: ‘Instead of negotiating
sadomasochism out of her novels, I consider how these erotics are negotiated
within Bronté’s works as an ethical mode of empowerment.’ (41) Our
approaches are finally complementary rather than overlapping: where Davis is
interested in sadomasochism at the level of narrative form, ‘beyond its main
binary players’, this thesis, while it uses narrative structure and form to make
its points, is most deeply interested in the things that happen between Bront€’s
characters. In a rethinking of sexual power dynamics in literature, these
relationships, overdetermined and overinscribed sites for our beliefs about how

desire works or should work, deserve another exploration.

concepts of sexual power dynamics: ‘an incapacity to shape our lips around
certain words™

That the word often used to denote the peculiar quality of Bronté’s power
dynamics, sadomasochistic, is a word that Charlotte Bronté herself would not
have known seems almost too obvious a point to make. The words ‘sadism’ and
‘masochism’ were first used in 1886 in Richard von Krafft-Ebing’s
Psychopathia Sexualis, and writers like Alison Moore and Susan Derwin have
shown how many of the problems inherent in these concepts were present from
the start. Derwin discusses the implications of the fact that both types of
experience are named after authors whose bodies of work are supposed to
exemplify them, Donatien de Sade and Leopold von Sacher-Masoch: “To assume
that the particular forms in which violence and pleasure are fused in Sacher
Masoch and Sade’s novels directly translate into the understanding of human

behaviour is to confuse fiction and the real’.3* Although Derwin extends her

32 William A. Cohen, Sex Scandal: The Private Parts of Victorian Fiction (Durham, NC: Duke
University Press, 1996), 239.
33 Susan Derwin, ‘Naming Pains’, MLN, Vol. 108, No. 3, April 1993, 472-483, 475.
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point to include psychoanalysis’s use of literature in general, it seems
important to note that this distinction is especially central in sexual power
dynamics, which themselves involve exploiting the distinction between reality
and fantasy. Focusing on sadism, Moore describes how it became imagined as a
continuum of pathology: ‘from the moment the neologism had been invented,
“sadism” encompassed the slippages between even the lightest forms of
fantasmagoric sexual pleasure in the pain of others, the violent cruelty of sexual
murderers and the social violence of tyrannic historical figures.’>* She notes that
‘once the possibility of a non-pathological active sadistic desire is invoked’, for
instance by theorists who practice BDSM themselves, ‘the late nineteenth
century’s pathologized collapsing of spanking enthusiasts with sexual
murderers’ must be reconsidered (487).

This section does not intend to sketch out the late-nineteenth-century
and twentieth-century history of the concepts clustering around desires
involving sexual power dynamics, although references to this history, in
particular to psychoanalytic and feminist interpretations, appear throughout
the thesis.? Instead, it will turn back back to the period when Bronté was
writing and ask what it means to portray sexual power dynamics in the mid-
nineteenth century, before the concepts we have ended up using to describe it
were available. This line of inquiry is, of course, formed and made possible by
the later history of these concepts, not least because it reads Brontéan sexual
power dynamics as having commonalities with, as well as obvious differences
from, present-day formalised BDSM practices. While these dynamics differ
from each other in, among other ways, the way participants conceive of and
implement consent, the public/private aspect, the role of gender, the
importance of and use of emotional attachment, the level of negotiation, the
level of self-consciousness, and the actual acts performed, they share a sense
that sexual power practices that work for their participants are possible, and
that they can be autotelic, diverse, flexible and playful.

William A. Cohen’s work on Victorian scandals revolving around sex

3 Alison Moore, ‘The Invention of Sadism? The Limits of Neologism in the History of
Sexuality’, Sexualities, Vol. 12, No. 4, August 2009, 486-502, 487.

% Mary Ann Davis’s Useful Dangers, Derwin, and Moore, among others, all have usefully
problematising versions of this history. Nancy J. Holland gives a Deleuze-inflected account
of psychoanalytic and pre-psychoanalytic viewpoints (‘What Gilles Deleuze has to say to
battered women’, Philosophy and Literature, Vol. 17, No. 1, April 1993, 16-25.)
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between men suggests a useful way into considering literally unnamed desires,
since, as he notes, public homosexual identities, while ‘formed in large measure
through the revelation, via scandal, of private sexual activities between men’,
were also wholly linked to the notion of the ‘unmentionable’ (75). Instead of
thinking about sexual power dynamics in Bronté’s mid-nineteenth-century
novels in terms of normativity versus perversity, healthy sexuality versus
pathology or even convention versus subversion, we might think in terms of
what sorts of desire are thinkable, speakable, or visible in a particular context.
Working in a Foucauldian vein that regards silence about sexuality as ‘a
strategic form, not an absence, of representation’, Cohen notes that sexual
unspeakability gives Victorian writers ‘abundant opportunities to develop an
elaborate discourse — richly ambivalent, subtly coded, prolix and polyvalent —
that we now recognize and designate by the very term literary.’ (3)

On the face of it, the main way in which the notion of the unspeakable
applies to sexual power dynamics is that sexual power dynamics allow for
precisely this kind of ambivalent, coded, prolix literary sex. Bronté’s novels
contain only a few even oblique references to sexual intercourse as such.
Rochester asks Jane to live with him as ‘Mrs. Rochester—both virtually and
nominally’ in the south of France, which Jane points out would involve being
his ‘mistress’ (304); Jane is reluctant to ‘endure all the forms of love (which I
doubt not he would scrupulously observe)’ with St John Rivers (405); William
Crimsworth worries that if he stays in the same house as the now-married
Zoraide Pelet, ‘the probability was that in three months' time, a practical
Modern French novel would be in full process of concoction under the roof of
the unsuspecting Pelet’ (Professor 187). The four novels’ protagonists are shown
to have two children between them, but conception, pregnancy and birth are all
elided. If these glimpses, none of them very erotically charged, were all a reader
had to go on, sex and power in Charlotte Bronté would not be much of a thesis
topic. John Maynard does not, of course, restrict his own analysis to literal
references to intercourse, but he writes of the hours after Frances Henri’s and
William Crimsworth’s wedding: ‘[w]e then have the equivalent of a “the
morning after” jump...there is of course some hint that something happened in
those missing hours before book sorting and rational tea making, on which it

will hardly help to speculate’ (89).
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(133

There are hints: after the ““morning after” jump’ we see Frances kneeling
on the floor, ‘divested of her bridal snow’ (Professor 246). But something also
happens in the text itself. The line where William ‘distinctly instruct[s Frances]
how to make a cup of tea in rational English style’ (246) might tell us more
about the sex in this novel than a précis of those missing three or four hours
would have. They have just got married, and he, her former teacher, is already
giving her instructions, so we know that the teacher/student dynamic has
carried through into their marriage. He is showing her how to make tea in the
‘rational English style’; the conflict between Frances’s French and William’s
English has been part of their intimacy from the beginning (see chapter 4 for
more on this), so the tea instructions relate to a kind of power play specific to
them. And he tells her ‘distinctly’, suggesting at least a hint of the ‘exigeant’ (as
Frances describes William earlier: ‘demanding’) (223).

This unpromising-looking sentence fragment, then, shows that one
function of sexual power dynamics in a literary text is to spread the net of the
erotic so widely that it can almost look innocuous. Jarvis alludes to this
phenomenon: ‘Foucauldian criticism has found sex where it didn't appear to be
represented; I am interested in extending this further, and in reading non-
genital sex as central to Victorian erotics. Withholding sex, then, is a perverse
way of having it’ (3). It can be, then, a way of evading prohibitions on writing
sex, of speaking the unspeakable. This thesis is constantly engaged in
discovering the extent of this net: for instance, chapter 2 at one point reads a
man touching a woman's hand with a bundle of quills as a sexual act. Such
discovery is a pleasure in itself. But to note that sexual power dynamics can
evade prohibitions on writing sex is not to say that that is their purpose, or that
sexual relations in Bront€ are performed through conversations, objects, writing
exercises, teaching and acts of violence simply because societal mores prevent
the writing of other, ironically more normative, sorts of sexual expression. If
there is one aspect of both Freud’s and Krafft-Ebing’s definitions of perversion
that is central to Brontéan sexual power dynamics, it is that they are an end in

themselves.3°

36 ‘With opportunity for the natural satisfaction of the sexual instinct, every expression of it
that does not correspond with the purpose of nature — i.e. propagation — must be regarded
as perverse’ (Richard von Krafft-Ebing, Psychopathia Sexualis (1886), trans. Franklin Klaf
(New York: Stein and Day, 1965), 52-53). ‘Perversions are sexual activities which...linger
over the intermediate relations to the sexual object which should normally be traversed
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Describing the relation between ‘deviant sexuality’ and ‘orthodox
cultural formations’, Cohen writes that ‘deviance is the cud that normative
sexual ideology must constantly chew’ (21). This seems entirely right, but in the
context of Brontéan sexual power dynamics’ relation to mid-Victorian-period
sexual norms, the terms could also be reversed: deviant sexuality (not in all its
forms, but in many of them) chews over normative sexual ideology. This brings
up the obvious distinction between this project and Cohen’s: the desire he
discusses is non-normative because it takes place between men, whereas the
desire this thesis discusses is non-normative because it is expressed through
power dynamics. In the present day, both kinds of desire can form identities,
and both are categories of knowledge that can be revealed, though the process
and stakes of revelation can be very different. But nineteenth-century desire
between men was specifically designated ‘unspeakable’, and distinguished from
the domain of conventional sexual behaviour by being criminalised and
pathologised — even as, as both Cohen’s work and Eve Sedgwick’s Epistemology
of the Closet demonstrate, it also shaped and constituted what was considered
conventional. Conversely, the types of desires this thesis deals with did not, in
the mid-nineteenth century, have the conceptual weight they would later gain as
pathologies or identities, and their relation to various forms of conventional
sexual behaviour is not always clear.

One of the useful questions raised by work like Marianne Noble’s is: in a
society where disparities of power often operate within romantic relationships
between women and men, how does a specific woman’s desire to be sexually
submissive work? Reading Maria Brooks’s 1827 poem ‘The Obedient Love of
Woman Her Highest Bliss’, Noble asks: ‘Is it anything more than a
conventional, conservative nineteenth-century view of female nature — that a
woman's true desire is to submit, obey, and suffer for her man?’ (4) Here it is
necessary to distinguish between specific ideological views and lived experience;
this thesis itself suggests that both literary and real-life sexual power dynamics
could be gendered in a variety of ways. However, I take Noble’s point that it is
hard for female submissive desires to be either directly subversive or

conformist, to be fully visible as distinct types of desire or to pass as more

rapidly on the path towards the final sexual aim’ (Sigmund Freud, ‘Three Essays on the
Theory of Sexuality’ (1905), in On Sexuality: Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality and
Other Works, trans. James Strachey, ed. Angela Richards (London: Penguin, 1977), 62).
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conventionally expressed female sexuality. Alison Moore writes on the issue of
what she calls ‘hypernormative perversions’ in a late-Victorian and early
twentieth-century context.?” She connects all gender configurations of
sadomasochism to fin-de-siécle discourses of degeneracy, but notes that while
masochistic men and sadistic women, who reversed normative gender roles,
were seen in terms of ‘sickly decline’, masochistic women and sadistic men were
seen as ‘perversions of excess...a return of the barbaric evolutionary past’ (140).
In this way, female masochism and male sadism were the paranoid doubles of
sexual normativity: ‘If sadism was natural to men and masochism to women but
all violence barbaric, then how was anyone to know whether or not his or her
sexuality had stepped over the line into the excessive?...For everyone else who
thought they might be normal, the need for self-surveillance was clear.” (157)
While the discourses Moore describes are from the latter part of the
century, the half-visibility of these kinds of desires also operates in Bront€’s
novels. Characters often follow gender norms, behaving in dominant or
submissive ways because they are required to by their gender or role. In Shirley,
Caroline Helstone’s self-castigating passivity after Robert Moore rejects a
tentative romantic advance is one instance of this: ‘a lover feminine can say
nothing; if she did, the result would be shame and anguish, inward remorse for
self-treachery.” (Shirley 89) But expressions of desire generally either skew,
exaggerate, or completely depart from convention. As discussed in chapter 3,
Shirley’s submissiveness is perceived as shocking: ‘She glories in it! She
conceals nothing! No shame, no fear’, exclaims her uncle (465). For Shirley,
normative sexual behaviour would involve marrying Sir Philip Nunnely, who
would ‘never command’ her — entering into a putatively more equal relationship
in terms of power, but also obeying the ‘dictatorship’ of her uncle, who claims a
literally patriarchal power over her by insisting that she is part of his family
(464). And both Shirley and Frances Henri in The Professor have very similar
lines describing their aversion to tyranny. Shirley says to her uncle, who wishes
a ‘real tyrant’ on her, that ‘[a] tyrant would not hold me for a day, not for an
hour. I would rebel — break from him — defy him’ (461). Frances’s statement,

‘[a]gainst slavery all right thinkers revolt’, is provoked by William asking her

37 Alison Moore, ‘Rethinking Gendered Perversion and Degeneration in Visions of Sadism and
Masochism, 1886-1930’, Journal of the History of Sexuality, Vol. 18, No. 1, January 2009,
138-157, 138.
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repeatedly what she would do if she was forced to marry and stay with a
‘profligate, a prodigal, a drunkard or a tyrant’ (255). He seems, here, both to be
assuring himself that Frances’s submission proves that he is a ‘good, just and
faithful husband’, and describing a fantasy of degradation in order to waken her
rebellious ‘spirit’, thus defending the validity of their sexual dynamic and
obliquely performing it at the same time (255). But both women’s responses
explicitly reject the idea that sexual submissiveness and a desire for abuse are
the same thing. Considering the political valences of the concepts of tyranny
and slavery, they also seem to be rejecting what Moore’s ‘The Invention of
Sadism’ describes as the conceptual conflation between sexual dominance and
political tyranny. This suggests that this conflation might predate the late
nineteenth century, where Moore situates it.

All this might sound a little sanitising, or like an attempt to show that
Bront€’s apparently submissive characters are not really submissive. In fact, it
seems important to note how strongly Bronté links female submissiveness with
agency and decision. John Kucich reads Frances Henri as sexually invested in
both dominance and submission. But he seems to draw this conclusion from the
fact that Frances is not submissive to everyone: ‘At the end of The Professor,
William Crimsworth clearly dominates Frances. And yet in relation to Hunsden,
Frances reverses this power structure, becoming strangely aggressive and
intimidating...Although Bronté cannot as yet follow out the implications of the
logic here, she does suggest that Frances is capable of a direct, if transient,
dominance of Crimsworth as well.” (97) But Frances’s teasing of Hunsden seems
rather to suggest that her submission is specific and chosen, not general and
involuntary. It even works as a sexual scene in itself, albeit a manipulative one:
by being, uncharacteristically, totally obedient to William and volubly clashing
with Hunsden, she reinforces the value of her submission to William at
Hunsden’s expense.

In a historical moment where sexual desires expressed through power
dynamics are not reified as pathology, such desires sometimes almost conform
to and sometimes radically diverge from normative sexual ideology. In this
historical context, such desires might not be thought of as potentially closeted,
in Sedgwick’s sense of ‘a performance initiated as such by the speech act of a

silence...that accrues particularity by fits and starts, in relation to the discourse
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that surrounds and differentially constitutes it’.3® Rather, they could be seen as
veiled: obvious at times, blurred into near-invisibility at others. This veiled
desire provokes the question Noble asks about the presence or absence of
masochistic desire in Brooks’s poem: ‘Is it anything more?’ (4)

One major aspect of the relation between sexual power dynamics and
sexual norms that has so far gone unmentioned in this introduction is the
question of where such desires come from: in particular, whether and to what
degree they are societally conditioned or the result of pathology. Theories on
sexual power dynamics often have this etiological thrust, and either attempt to
determine, or assume that they already know, why people become dominant or
submissive. Jessica Benjamin’s psychoanalytic account of what she calls ‘the
problem of domination’ attempts ‘to understand how domination is anchored in
the hearts of the dominated’.?® She argues that structures of domination and
submission begin in early childhood, when children try to identify with their
fathers in their search for independence, but only male children are confirmed
in this identification. Female children, then, develop a desire to submit, while
male children develop a desire to control. “The anchoring of this structure so
deep in the psyche is what gives domination its appearance of inevitability,
makes it seem that a relationship in which both participants are subjects — both
empowered and mutually respectful — is impossible,” writes Benjamin (8).
Michelle Massé’s account of the origins of female masochism also argues that
feminists ‘cannot afford not to’ use psychoanalysis: ‘Resistance (that dread
term) to psychoanalysis by some feminists and non-feminists is a way of
asserting individuality and integrity of identity: “no one and nothing ‘made’ me”
(in any of the verb's multiple senses)’ (6). However, she focuses on a cultural
process of formation rather than one taking place in childhood: ‘Women are
taught masochism through fiction and culture’ (3). Masochism becomes, as in
Noble’s theory, a survival strategy, but where Noble sees this as a creative
possibility, Massé does not: masochism ‘marks the compromised ground of a
large and disturbing group: those who...direct their energies toward “passing”
within the system that oppresses them’ (43). Both accounts explain masochism

in terms of the female psyche or women’s position in society, although in the

% Eve Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), 3.
¥ Jessica Benjamin, The Bonds of Love: Psychoanalysis, Feminism and the Problem of
Domination (London: Virago, 1990), 5.
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nineteenth century, one of the periods covered by Massé’s work, men with
sexual interests in receiving pain and women with sexual interests in
administering it were clear presences in writing on sex.*°

In both these arguments, particular sets of sexual interests are assumed
not to be opportunities for pleasure, but problems to be overcome. The search
for origins thus becomes part of a search for, in Benjamin’s words, ‘an authentic
end to domination’ (4). This thesis has its own origin story for submissive or
dominant desires, which is really a multiplicity of stories, and which seems to
correspond with Bronté’s treatment of the subject. It considers that, as
Sedgwick notes in a list of often unconsidered ways in which people differ from
each other sexually, that ‘[f]lor some people, the preference for a certain sexual
object, act, role, zone, or scenario is so immemorial or durable that it can only
be described as innate; for others, it appears to come late or to feel aleatory or
discretionary’ (25). For others yet, presumably, this preference can be created
by, or experienced as created by, cultural pressures, childhood experiences or
pathology. In this reading, Benjamin’s and Massé’s accounts may accurately
describe the experiences of some people without being universally applicable.

But at this point, rather than defending one account against another, I would

“ A few instances of this: Venus School Mistress is a compendium of short texts about
flagellation first published around 1810 and reissued and expanded by several anonymous
authors through the century. Its 1898 introduction mentions men who ‘like to receive a
fustigation, more or less severe, from the hand of a fine woman’ as well as those who prefer
to administer pain and those who prefer to watch, and sees the desire to receive pain as
particularly characteristic of powerful men: ‘there are innumerable old generals, admirals,
colonels and captains, as well as bishops, judges, barristers, lords, commoners and
physicians, who periodically go to be whipped’ (Venus School Mistress, 1898 (London:
Olympia Press, 2009), 4-5). The late-Victorian pornographic magazine The Pearl shows both
men and women giving and receiving pain. It also sees ‘lovers of the rod’ as part of a
continuum, rather than placing them at opposite poles of experience depending on whether
they give or receive pain (The Pearl: A Journal of Facetiae and Voluptuous Reading, No. 2,
August 1879, The Jack Horntip Collection, web, 16 October 2012). For instance, in a single
installment of ‘Miss Coote’s Confession, or the Voluptuous Experiences of an Old Maid’,
Rosa Coote assumes all three of the roles described in Venus School Mistress: she whips her
servant Jane, takes pleasure in seeing another servant, Jemima, whipped, and is whipped
herself. While contemporary pornography can obviously not be taken as representative of
sexual discourse, let alone sexual behaviour, even this small sample of material suggests that
nineteenth-century sexual masochism can in no way be gendered wholly female. It might
also be noted that Richard von Krafft-Ebing catalogues a wealth of cases of male masochism
and only two of female masochism, though this seems to be due to his own perception of
women’s sexuality. He notes that ‘[i]ntrinsic and extraneous restraints — modesty and
custom — naturally constitute in woman insurmountable obstacles to the expression of
perverse sexual instinct.” (197) Conversely, he describes ‘sexual bondage’ — a non-
pathological state of obedience and servitude towards a loved one, driven not by a sexual
attachment to obedience itself but by the fear of losing the beloved — as more common in
women than in men (202). Essentialising ideas about masochism and women’s sexuality can
be used both to inextricably connect the two, and to assert that any connection between the
two is unlikely or impossible.
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like to apply concepts from Sedgwick’s essay on paranoid and reparative
reading to consider what it would mean to move beyond a search for origins.

At the start of this essay, Eve Sedgwick describes a conversation with
Cindy Patton about the ‘probably natural history’ of the AIDS epidemic. Patton
tells Sedgwick that she is not really interested in knowing whether the HIV virus
has been deliberately spread: ‘what would we know then that we don’t already
know?’ Sedgwick reflects that ‘for someone to have an unmystified, angry view
of large and genuinely systemic oppressions does not intrinsically or necessarily
enjoin that person to any specific train of epistemological or narrative
consequences’.* This leads her to consider the differences between ‘paranoid
reading’, which (briefly put) aims to find out and expose the truth about
particular cultural forms, and ‘reparative reading’, which aims to draw
sustenance from them. While the systemic oppressions Sedgwick describe and
the ones described by Massé and Benjamin are fundamentally different, it can
be helpful to think of attempts to account for why people experience
masochistic or sadistic desire as paranoid readings: their aim is to find out and
expose the truth. Massé, for instance, wants to reveal ‘the cultural,
psychoanalytic, and fictional expectation that [women] should be masochistic if
they are “normal” women’ (2). She sees this process as collaborative, with
women as both the subjects and the objects of their own paranoia: ‘we are (or
may become) the enemy’ (6).

Of course, my own paranoid readings — attempts at revealing and
exposing what I consider inaccurate and potentially harmful depictions of
sexual power dynamics — are a running theme in this introduction. Sedgwick
does not disavow paranoid reading as such, but wants to understand it ‘in such
a way as to situate it as one kind of epistemological practice among other,
alternative ones’ (128). Moreover, the point of the alternative she suggests,
reparative reading, is not to prove that specific paranoid readings are untrue.
Rather, she suggests that it is possible to move ‘from the rather fixated question
Is a particular piece of knowledge true, and how can we know? to the further
questions: What does knowledge do...How, in short, is knowledge performative,

and how best does one move among its causes and effects?’ (124)

4 Eve Sedgwick, ‘Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, or, You're So Paranoid, You

Probably Think This Essay Is About You’, in Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy,
Performativity (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2003), 124.
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In this sense, this thesis tries to move towards a reparative reading of
Brontéan sexual power dynamics, along the lines of Sedgwick's description of
‘the many ways selves and communities succeed in extracting sustenance from
the objects of a culture — even of a culture whose avowed desire has often been
not to sustain them.’ (150) Rather than searching for cultural or biographical
answers to why Brontéan desire is structured the way it is, my thesis aims to
draw sustenance and meaning from this desire. Sedgwick mentions a moment
in Marcel Proust’s Time Regained where the narrator feels “jostling each other
within me a whole host of truths concerning human passions and character and
conduct”, [and] recognizes them as truths insofar as “the perception of [them]
caused me joy”.” She notes that ‘from any point of view it is circular, or
something, to suppose that one’s pleasure at knowing something could be taken
as evidence of the truth of the knowledge.” (138) This thesis is interested in
exploiting that purposely fuzzy ‘or something’. I have attempted throughout to
avoid replacing the idea of sexual power dynamics as invariably destructive with
the similarly totalizing idea of sexual power dynamics as an unquestionable
good. But the perception of these threads of desire in Bronté has caused me joy,
and I have taken that to have some kind of truth value — not least because one
of the things the thesis aims to show is that such experiences can have to do

with joy at all.

unveiling: “I want to tell you something,” I said, “I want to tell you all”*
This thesis is made up of four chapters, each centering around one book (with
the exception of ‘Fantasy’, which is about Jane Eyre, The Professor and the Roe
Head Journal) and one word: ‘Bodies’, ‘Things’, ‘Pain’ and ‘Fantasy’. Taken
together, the nouns sound like components of a scene of power play —
participants, props, sensation, scenario — but they are also four of many
possible lenses through which to consider the intersections of sexuality and
power in these novels.

Each concept could usefully apply to each of the novels: bodies, things,
pain and fantasy are recurring obsessions in Bronté’s work. This does not mean,
however, that the concepts operate in parallel ways in each of the works, or even

in different scenes and relationships in each work. Although Shirley and Jane

2 Charlotte Bronté, Villette (1853), eds. Margaret Smith and Herbert Rosengarten (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2008), 490. All subsequent references are to this edition.
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Eyre both involve starving female bodies, the desiring hunger of Jane Eyre’s
body does and means different things from Caroline Helstone’s closed-down,
dwindling body. The teacher/student fantasy at the heart of The Professor is
transformed as much as it is reprised in Shirley and Villette. And the mix of raw
feeling, silliness and pleasure in Lucy Snowe and Paul Emmanuel’s
conversation about Lucy’s supposedly showy taste in clothing (Villette 331-333)
is very unlike Louis Moore’s excited inspection of the ‘pure kid’ of Shirley’s
glove and the ‘fresh, unsullied satin’ of her bag (Shirley 439). Both scenes show
a woman’s belongings being examined and judged in a sexualised way, but the
power dynamics in each are idiosyncratic. The two scenes show how power and
desire can interact in totally different registers even when the basic set-up is
similar — in one scene through struggle and revelation; in the other through an
act of voyeurism that expresses both power and helplessness. One of the aims of
this thesis is to pick out these different kinds of dynamics and draw meaning
from them on their own terms.

Chapter 1, ‘Bodies’, focuses on Jane Eyre and considers the ways in
which Bront€’s treatment of bodies and embodiment in this novel undermines
any predictable relation between men and women, power and powerlessness,
the gazer and the object of the gaze, inflicting violence and being hurt. At the
same time, this disrupting of norms is itself anything but straightforward — the
text is keenly aware of the political and social aspects of embodied power
inequalities, but it also eroticises strength and weakness, violence and injury,
often in unexpected ways. The chapter begins by exploring contemporary
responses that saw Brontéan bodies (including Bronté’s own) as provocative,
focusing particularly on Matthew Arnold’s description of Bronté as ‘one of the
most distressing barren sights one can witness’ in the aftermath of his reading
of Villette.** The idea of a ‘barren sight’ is ambivalent: depending on how it is
read it can suggest passivity (the body is barren, and can easily be seen through
and diagnosed as such), but also aggression (the sight itself is barren: it gives
away nothing, starving the viewer’s gaze).

This pattern, in which what appear to be positions of physical weakness
become sources of power and vice-versa, is one the chapter continues to trace. It

considers the way Jane’s starving body appears at two points in the story: her

#  Matthew Arnold, letter to Frances Lucy Wightman, 21 Dec 1850, in The Letters of Matthew
Arnold, ed. Cecil Y. Lang , vol. 1 (Charlottesville: University of Virginia, 1996), 179.

35



catechismal confrontation with Brocklehurst, and the proposal scene with
Rochester. Both the narrative and Jane herself use her physical starvation
during her time at Lowood as a way of figuring her emotional starvation at
Rochester’s hands, making her body a rhetorical weapon because of, not
despite, its position of weakness. The third section examines the moments in
the novel where a character’s gaze is out of their control or a source of
vulnerability, and discusses what seeing, being the object of a desiring gaze, and
being unable to see means in Jane Eyre. The final section reads Jane’s and
Rochester’s relationship as constituted by mutual, often pleasurable injury, and,
in this context, offers a reinterpretation of what happens to the power dynamic
between Jane and Rochester when he is maimed and blinded at the end of the
novel.

Chapter 2, ‘Things’, looks at the way material objects mediate sexual
power relations in Villette, a novel filled with things that bristle with the
emotions and desires that attach to them. Rather than, as Elaine Freedgood
does in her study of objects in Victorian literature, thinking of things as
souvenirs — which are always metonymic, storing and calling up memories of
other things, places and times — this chapter proposes the idea of things in
Villette as sex toys: as means of replacing, trying to replace, mediating, or
making possible intimate contact with others. In this way, this chapter develops
the previous chapter’s argument about the radically unstable relation between
gendered bodies and power, since these interactions can expand the characters’
erotic and aggressive scope beyond the boundaries of their bodies. By
examining person-thing-person interactions in Villette, more dimensions of the
novel’s erotic life become legible.

The chapter begins by drawing on various thing-discourses — debates on
the role of dildos in lesbian sex lives, Freud’s analysis of Dora, Bill Brown’s
thing theory — to explain how one might read things in person-thing-person
interactions as sex toys, and the varied forms these interactions take in Villette.
The second section considers the risks and pleasures of going through other
people’s things, and uses this to reconsider the frequent critical interpretation
of Villette in terms of Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, suggesting that Villette’s
culture of surveillance is modelled more on the cavity search than the

Panopticon. The chapter then explores the relation of these sex toys to
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fetishism, discussing the letters John sends to Lucy and Paulina and the
watchguard Lucy gives Paul in terms of mutuality and risk. The final section
considers how people can take on the status of things, focusing on the vexed,
passionate and often silently aggressive relationship between Lucy and Paulina.
It picks up on Sharon Marcus’s discussion of the role of dolls in mediating
desire between nineteenth-century women, using it to explore Paulina’s
perceived doll-likeness and Lucy’s own identification with physical objects.*
Like the previous chapter, this one concludes by examining the novel’s riddling,
inconclusive ending, and reconsidering it in the light of the novel’s erotics.

Chapter 3, ‘Pain’, focuses on Shirley. It invokes the concept of dominant
and submissive sexual roles more explicitly than previous chapters, which have
tended to use a model of shifting dynamics rather than defined roles, because
Shirley presents such roles in a more explicit and fixed way than Jane Eyre or
Villette. In Shirley, this chapter argues, the negotiation of submissive and
dominant roles becomes a way of managing, controlling, and sometimes
transcending the fundamental pain of a fictional world where gender relations
are conceived of as profoundly unequal. Without ever really proving wrong the
novel-world’s consistent presentation of marriage as destructive, the four
central characters use the mutual revelation of desires and fantasy structures to
create potential ways of surviving together.

The chapter begins by discussing Shirley as a novel that overturns the
gendered power structures associated with novels like Jane Eyre. Although
Shirley is deeply concerned with gender inequality, the central male characters
are unable to take social and financial mastery of women for granted, making
Shirley a possible test case for a consideration of how sexual roles relate to
social power. The novel is often perceived by critics as betraying its original
promise — inherent in the explicit remarks on the necessity of female vocation,
the unconventional, forceful, somewhat gender-queer title character, the dark
perspective on marriage, and the powe