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reflected necessity to a greater degree than volition. This might suggest that women,

often thrown into their own resources and deprived ofchances at formal education, not

only had limited career options, but could not draw on anlhing other than a scanty

knowledge of the world, as compared to the vast experience and expertise of men, who

were not seen as an appendage to a class and could enjoy different relations with

educators, publishers and members ofthe Victorian society at large.

Charlotte Bront6's humbly disclosed to Elizabeth Gaskell that she deemed Southey's

obiter dictum "kind and admirable" though "a little stringent (E. C. Gaskell 161). One

fact remains: the Victorians ideologically consonant with Southey's view of literary

women did not keep her from fabricating some of the most intellectually sophisticated

female minds (noble through cultivated reading rather than by birth or education) in

Victorian fiction: in Jane Eyre, Edward Rochester does not scomfully dismiss Jane

Eyre's mind, but acknowledges it as his treasure; Lucy Snowe's sharp mind in Villete

surprises readers with her judicious assessment of her patriarchal community, while

Shirley Keeldar's refreshingly forceful intellect in Shirley likewise transforms her

community. In fact, most of the female characters analyzed in this book act out and

express their values in terms which do not fit the ideas of either self-instructed

sentimental young ladies brought up in the privacy of their bucolic homes or formally-

educated govemesses and tutors, with half-grown knowledge resources drawn fiom

uncritical readings of the Bible, conduct books, and moral tales. Their own output (their

liberty of thought and action, the way they speak and write, their decision-making

powers, their beliefs, inner thoughts, and the marmer in which they pass on knowledge)

gives proof of a type of creative talentl which the conventional Victorian female

1 lt 'Ihe Rustle of Language (1986), Roland Barthes distinguishes between three ways in which
reading matter can detemine its active consumers to indulge in imaginative production. According
to the first type, readers develop what Barthes calls "a fetishist relation with the text being read",
i.e. they develop a ludic attitude towards pdnt matter in the imaginative game of make-believe

thet author sets up (as tlle prattling child does at an early age) and derive pleasure from reading.

Moments of negligence might inevitably arise, which leads readers to neglect certain areas and

misunderstand the text, ultimately, as a unified whole. The second reader versus text nexus directly
opposes the first reading-for-entertainment type. It assumes a "reader (...) drawn onward thtough

the book's length by a force more or less disguised, belonging to the order of suspense" (Barthes

40). The events and the text's hidden meanings are to be disclosed. lf the first is deemed by
Barthes a metaphoric or poetic type ofreading, the second is believed to contain "the metonymic
pleasure of all narratiolr" (40). Creative reading, Barthes argues, signals the reader's potential

output, for a "pure reading which does not call for another vriting is incomprehensible" (41).

Reading, thus, is a prerequisite of creative writing. The readings of the various female characters

who populate the pages novels in the Victodan age are, too, cross-disciplinary. Despite their
deliberate exclusion from formal instruction, they still indulge in reading as an intrinsically-
motivated activity. Like children taking an interest in speaking for the pleasure they derive from it,
women similarly approach reading with ludic instruments.
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class? Would she continue to live independently and find her own way back into a

reasonable middle-class life? Such questions pelmeated the pages of many Victorian

novels - other than Jane Eye, Agnes Grey, Vanily Fair and The Turn of the Screw -
inhabited by governesses and describing their intemal struggles. Most of the reading

heroines of Victorian novels vindictively refused to submit to cornmon disciplinary

measltres in diverse ways because of what and how tey read. The altemative - the

Victorian social institution of marriage - embedded the famous French totion of feme
coverf, introdtced by Sir William Blackstone. Thus, the woman's "very being or legal

existence (...) [was] suspended during the marriage, or at least (...) incorporated and

consolidated into that of the husband" @lackstone I ) at a time when, ironically,

upbringing and society as a whole already stood so bitterly at cross purposes with her.

Victorian women's way of exercising literacy and constructing female characters

enamoured with fiction provided the impetus for the intellectual autonomy of
professional women. Tracing the history of the debate over women's education from its

origins to its roots, one can see that female authorship and readership, along with public

accounts of the enactment of such practices, were also subjected to what has been

categorized as threats. Female authorship and readership spuffed the blossoming of
safeguards against the instruction of women, be it formal or informal. The didactic

potential of fiction penned by both men and women as a split-half answer to questions

regarding pdnted texts as nugatory or purposeful engages two directions, echoing the

long line of medical literature, periodicals, essays and propaganda literature addressing

this dilemma per se. Co,tld and should the reading habits of those with minds

uninstructed by experience gainsay the possibility of fiction to educate individuals

women in particular - without veering them away from vifiues such as humility,

chastity, obedience and silence? These questions lend themselves to no facile answers,

although they frame the minds and the dilemmas of nineteenth-cenhry novelists who

set forth to include quarrelsome, independent-minded female characters in their flction.

On the one hand, even long before the nineteenth century and especially after it, female

learning was attacked, treated with humor and ridiculed in comic and satiric plays such

2 Cot erhre is used here as a label attached to the legal disabilities of women engaged in a marital

contract. On the one hand, the husband could be held responsible for any crimes aomrnitted by his
q,ife in his presence and bound by lawful agreements made between the wife and a third paty. On
the other, as a consequenae, the right of fie husband to inflict punishment on his wife was completely
acceptable and captured the essential, patriarchal natue of the law. The laws of coverlure in
nineteenth-century marriages had serious implications detrimental to women in tenls of property
rights, testamentary consent and civil liability. If actions were to be brought to tb.e wife as a feme
,so1e. she could still be "taken in execution and impdsoned, everr though she married before
judgement r.vas given against her" (43), as explained by Maeve E. Doggett in his 1993 study.
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34 MADALn.IA ELENA MANDICI

As it tums out, women's fritting away their lives in trivial textual pleasures eventually

came to be accepted if for no other reason than their inbom ability to place their
minds in the seryice of men's wishes - most fictional female readers described in this
book do this, in fact, although they embark, eventually, on a jourey from silent

reading to active, creative processes in diverse reading and writing arenas, indicating
the positive socio-political benefits of novel-reading and novel-writing in the larger

areas of history. Twenty-f1rst century readers are most vividly conscious of this
joumey parading before their eyes. Female characters in the pages of Victorian fiction
are subversive in unexpected ways, defiant in their wishes to place themselves far
lrom a corrosive ennui, sterile maniages and educational crumbs designed solely to
render them appealing to the mariage market.

How could Victorian critics understand the new reading patters of fictional young

readers (e.g., Jane, Catherine, Maggie, Dorothea and Dinah) who take up reading as a

solitary activity, when their forebears had only been habituated with few collectively
readable texts, such as the Bible? Reading as an intense, solitary activity was

problematic for several reasons. Becoming engrossed in a book's contents was

synonymous with the idea of individuated subjecthood, over-absorption in reading,

counterproductive leisure, a too-intimate relation with the printed text, a whole body
rendez-vous. Reading out loud, however, had long been considered a collective reading

effort under the watchful eyes of patemal or societal figures of surveillance,
responsibility and control. The solitary, ludic reader privately involved with texts, alas,

challenged the fine line between imaginative absorption (confined not only to reading

fiction but applicable to music, nature, religion, as well) and h)?notic susceptibility.

Josephine Hilgard, inher 1910 Personality and Hypnosls, made a clear-cut distinction
between involvement and absorption in her comprehensive study of imagination and

its link to personality and involvement. An involved reader is one that enters into a
fictional world with unabated excitement and sides emotionally with characters in a
mimetic, make-believe way, whereas an absorbed reader is able to disaffiliate himself
frorn the fiction at hand - both imaginatively and intellectually. The novels consumed

by the female characters aralyzed in this book command intense and intensive

reading and generate absorption. They are not educated to distinguish between the

steady meaning of a text and the variability of its significance (largely dependent on

culflra1 context, education, background). In their reading, multiple misunderstandings

may arise partly because they are undertaking involved reading (which is what every
reader does on a first reading) and partly because their educators paid scant attention

to the female characters' critical reading skills * to what a formally-instructed reader
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