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Abstract 

This project explores spinster and bachelor characters in Charles Dickens’s novels 

as an element of his fictional practice; it also enlarges our understanding of gender roles 

and characteristics as they played out in Victorian culture. Such figures are rooted in 

comedy where the laughter evoked through the images of the “desiring undesirable” and 

the “un-desiring desirable” confirms the hegemonic values of Victorian society even as it 

provides a platform for change. Questions surrounding the self and its need for validation 

are further examined through the discussion of those unmarried men and women who 

desire love and are rejected. Indeed, the marriage-plot in Dickens’s novels is often 

sidelined by a rejected lover plot, as the characters negotiate a response to rejection 

which provides an opportunity for growth or for decline. The later chapters focus on 

spinsters and bachelors who wish to remain unmarried, thereby drawing attention to the 

constructed nature of gender roles. Successful bachelors, fully immersed in a domestic 

ideology which they bring to their places of work, demonstrate that domesticity is often 

found outside of a conventional family setting. Dickens abandons the conduct manuals of 

his contemporaries that encourage division between the sexes and grants a voice to the 

marginalized thus allowing the complexity of the characters and of their situations to be 

revealed.  Despite the constraints of society and the dismissive laughter directed at them, 

Dickens demonstrates that there are many unmarried women and men who live full lives 

and, in doing so, offer new possibilities: a bachelor can be an “angel of the house” and, 

using Nina Auerbach’s words, a spinster can have a “splendid identity.”  
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Introduction:  Dickens, Gender, and the Nineteenth Century 

“that Dombey and Son should be a Daughter after all!” (DS 191) 

 

These revolutionary words suggesting that a woman could be the heir to the 

family company are spoken by the spinster, Miss Tox, in Charles Dickens’s Dombey and 

Son, which was being read in serial form in 1846-48. The death of the young Paul 

Dombey means that the only surviving heir for the firm Dombey and Son is Florence 

Dombey, the “Daughter after all” (DS 191). This statement is, of course, ignored by Mr. 

Dombey, Senior, who feels that his only recourse is to seek another wife who will 

produce a male child. Almost twenty years later, Mr. Twemlow, a bachelor related to 

Lord Snigsworth in Our Mutual Friend, who is used most often by the Veneerings as 

“dinner furniture,” concludes the novel by boldly advocating for love in marriage and 

holding the “feelings of a gentleman . . . sacred” (6, 820).  These marginal characters, 

Miss Tox and Mr. Twemlow, are given socially and politically momentous words.  Yet 

while Mr. Twemlow’s remarks strike the heart of at least one other diner, Miss Tox’s 

words are ignored. The status of the speakers, as well as the nature of their comments, 

dictates to some degree how much they will be heard. Some elements of progress take 

more time than others, and the bachelor and his words are a step ahead of the spinster and 
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her utterances.
1
 This project aims to bring both bachelors and spinsters in Dickens’s 

novels under scrutiny, and to show how these characters serve to question conventional 

notions of domesticity, family, masculinity and femininity, complicate the typical 

marriage plot through the plot of the jilted lover, and reveal ideas about desire and the 

self. 

Dickens himself had a large circle of unmarried friends, many of whom defied 

societal conventions. The Irish painter, Daniel Maclise, caused a “public scandal” when 

his affair with Lady Henrietta Sykes was blazoned on the front page of the newspaper, 

The Morning Chronicle (Kaplan, Dickens 109). He was also one of “Dickens’s favourite 

companion for outings of one kind or another,” which might possibly include visiting 

prostitutes (Slater, Charles 144). In Dickens’s later years, he was close friends with 

Wilkie Collins, a man who did not marry but kept two domestic households (Kaplan, 

Dickens 487-8). Dickens also cultivated the patronage of the “Bachelor Duke,” the fifth 

Duke of Devonshire who remained unmarried. Dickens’s close bachelor friend, editor 

and biographer, John Forster, surprised even Dickens by deciding to marry at the age of 

forty-four a “petite widow of thirty-six” (Kaplan, Dickens 345). Closer to home, 

Dickens’s own daughter, Mary (Mamie) did not marry, following the model of her Aunt 

Georgina.  Georgina’s decision to remain single was her own.  She refused Augustus Egg 

                                                 

1
 Dickensian scholarship confirms these findings. Plugging in the terms “Dickens and spinster” and 

“Dickens and bachelor” into the MLA search engine reveals only one entry for the former and fifty-seven 

for the latter (28 Dec. 2016). 
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(Letters 7:172), and obviously discouraged other proposals (Letters 5:683, also Nayder 

203-6). Furthermore, she weathered the rumours suggesting that her relationship with 

Dickens was improper and remained looking after the children even after Catherine, her 

sister, had left the house following the breakdown of their marriage (Kaplan, Dickens 

389, Nayder 259, 261). Dickens maintained relationships with other unmarried women, 

especially writers, and indeed seemed anxious to help them with their writing 

professions. Harriet Martineau was a regular contributor to Household Words, and 

Marguerite Power was a struggling novelist for whom Dickens helped to raise money 

(Slater, Charles 444). With Mary Boyle, an amateur actor, Dickens carried on a lively 

and “mock-flirtatious” correspondence from the time he met her to his death (Slater, 

Charles 322). In the play, Used Up! By Dion Boucicault, Dickens played a “young 

nobleman pretending to be a ploughboy who falls in love with a farmer’s daughter, 

played by Boyle” (Slater, Charles 322). Dickens would sometimes write letters to Mary 

in the voice of the ploughboy (Slater, Charles 348; Letters 6: 297, 7: 248). He also 

became acquainted with Angela Burdett Coutts, and they became close friends and 

working partners.  They collaborated on Urania House, the “Home for Homeless 

Women,” and Dickens also helped her with many of her other philanthropic works 

(Slater, Charles 143). After remaining single most of her life, she defied convention and 

married, at the age of sixty-seven, a young American (Orton 239). The refusal to be 

bound by societal rules that one sees most obviously in Miss Coutts and Mr. Collins is a 

characteristic of many of Dickens’s fictional bachelors and spinsters. Without drawing 

any direct connections between Dickens’s friends and his characters, the fullness and 
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variety of the lives of real unmarried men and women is illustrated in the unmarried 

characters of his novels. 

Within the diverse cast of characters that Dickens creates for each novel, single 

men and women are abundant, and, depending on the novel, either in the forefront or the 

margins of the plot. A brief listing, in a general chronological order from early to late 

novels, of some characters that surround the “happily-ever-after” marriage plots makes 

this apparent.  Pickwick Papers may have three weddings in the last pages, but the novel 

concerns itself mostly with the bachelor, Mr. Pickwick, who, against the better judgment 

of society’s opinion that he should marry Mrs. Bardell, remains a bachelor and, by the 

end of the novel, flees at the sight of advancing females, especially widows. Oliver Twist 

and The Old Curiosity Shop are similar in their depiction of the beneficent older 

bachelors—Mr. Brownlow and Mr. Losberne in the former, and the village schoolmaster, 

and the friend of the clergyman, in the latter. Furthermore, in The Old Curiosity Shop, 

there is the single gentleman, the bachelor brother of Nell’s grandfather who has 

sacrificed his love so that his brother could marry. The Old Curiosity Shop also offers the 

wicked and single siblings, Sally and Sampson Brass. Indeed, the only marriages in this 

novel are among the servants (Kip and Barbara) and between Dick Swiveller and the 

Marchioness, Sally’s illegitimate offspring. Nicholas Nickleby offers us the bachelors 

Charles and Ned Cheeryble, Tim Linkinwater, Newman Noggs, and the spinsters Miss 

Knag and Fanny Squeers. The Scrooge-like Ralph Nickleby is an ambiguous character, 

for even though he has been husband and father, he inhabits the place of a bachelor. 

Barnaby Rudge’s eligible suitors, Edward Chester and Joe Willet, are written out of the 

novel until they can play the hero at the very end, and save their fiancées from 
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ravishment. Instead, the plot is propelled by the mystery of the widow Mary Rudge and 

such bachelors and spinsters as Miss Miggs; Lord George and his partners, Gashford and 

John Grueby; Simon Tappertit and his cohorts Hugh, Dennis, and Barnaby. Furthermore, 

the ill-feeling between the widower Edward Chester and the bachelor Geoffrey Haredale 

has its roots in their youthful love for the same woman, whom Chester is able to “steal” 

away from Haredale.  Martin Chuzzlewit portrays Tom Pinch’s unrequited love and 

Charity Pecksniff’s failure to secure a husband.  Ebenezer Scrooge sacrifices love for 

money in A Christmas Carol, while Miss Tox sacrifices social conventions for love in 

Dombey and Son. David Copperfield’s Miss Trotwood and Mr. Dick become family for 

David, just as Mr. Jarndyce becomes a father figure in providing a home for Esther 

Summerson and the wards of Chancery, Richard Carstone and Ada Clare, in Bleak 

House. David Copperfield also contains significant single men and women such as Rosa 

Dartle, Miss Murdstone, Mr. Peggotty and James Steerforth. In Little Dorrit and A Tale 

of Two Cities, the bachelors, Daniel Doyce and Sydney Carton, and the spinsters, Miss 

Wade and Miss Pross, to a greater or lesser degree play an integral part in shaping the 

plot.  Great Expectations allows space for the stories of both the rejected bachelor and the 

jilted spinster—Pip and Miss Havisham. Our Mutual Friend and the unfinished Edwin 

Drood focus on the rejected lover in the characters of Bradley Headstone and Mr. Jasper.  
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This is not, of course, an exhaustive catalogue of all the spinsters and bachelors in 

Dickens’s sixteen novels.
2
 Seeing even this short list, however, makes one realize the 

interesting lives that surround the marriage plot. While the heroes “resemble each other a 

great deal” and the heroines “could be shuffled and dealt out to any novel without danger 

of the reader’s noticing the substitution” (Davis 66, 67), the same could not be said for 

the characters who surround them. Terry Eagleton encourages one to look beyond the 

centre of the novel for interest. He suggests that “novels like Nicholas Nickleby and 

Martin Chuzzlewit present a blankly absent centre in the figure of the conventional, 

bourgeois-minded protagonist; the true life of the novels is to be found in the nooks and 

peripheries, swirling around this absent centre” (Criticism 125, n.33).  Dickens’s 

bachelors and spinsters are often found in those “nooks and peripheries,” and the careful 

depiction of such characters makes one aware that even the most marginal figures have 

stories of their own.  

A brief chronological history of the terms, “bachelor,” and “spinster,” and how 

they are used, provides a context for the connotations surrounding the words in the 

nineteenth-century. The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) defines spinsters according to 

their occupation of spinning wool. Since it was rare for men to have this occupation the 

word centred on women. From the seventeenth century on, the term has been used to 

define human relationships rather than work, and has designated an unmarried woman. 

                                                 

2
 Since Edwin Drood is an unfinished novel, this study includes some references to the work, but it does not 

offer a full analysis of its bachelors and spinsters.  
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As the term comes to mean a woman “still unmarried, [especially] one beyond the usual 

age of marriage,” it gains pejorative overtones. The use of the phrase “old maid” started 

to circulate as a synonym for spinster, emphasizing the negative connotations of being 

unmarried (Erickson 47-8).
3
 In contrast, the definitions of “bachelor” have not acquired 

the pejorative force of “spinster,” and rather have to do with a professional or educational 

status in society. The OED lists the first recorded use of bachelor, in the thirteenth 

century, to describe a young knight who is not old enough or wealthy enough “to display 

his own banner” (1297-1818). From this appears the “Knight Bachelor,” a “knight of the 

lowest but most ancient order,” or a gentleman who has been knighted but who does not 

belong to a particular order (1609-1883). In keeping with the first definition’s emphasis 

on age, the fourteenth century defines the bachelor as a young member, or “yeoman,” of a 

trade guild and this sense carried through until the early nineteenth century. The term also 

refers to education and receiving the “first or lowest” degree at a university, and this 

                                                 

3
 The negative attitude toward the spinster even finds its way into a card game. You can play Old Maid 

using ordinary playing cards, and you can also buy the card game. It is a game of matching pairs, and, if 

playing with a full deck, one of the queens is removed prior to the game. The person holding the unmatched 

queen is the loser. Apparently, in Germany, there is an equivalent game called Black Peter.  While the two 

games have similar rules, Old Maid carries all the negative force of not being married, while the negativity 

of Black Peter is around a lack of cleanliness as his occupation is that of a chimney-sweep, and it is centred 

on race since, in Holland, Black Peter is also the Moorish servant to Saint Nicholas. That women still are 

haunted by the term is apparent in a recent article in The Guardian by Claudia Connell, “Don’t Call Me a 

Spinster” (May 31, 2014). 
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meaning was being used as early as 1362. (This sense, now, would include women.) The 

bachelor definition we are most accustomed to, that of an unmarried man “of 

marriageable age,” was first recorded in 1386. The final definition given, noted as 

obscure and obsolete, is that of a “maid, a single woman.”  Although this sense is noted 

as obscure and obsolete it indicates the slipperiness of this usually gendered term.
4
   

With these terms in mind, the male and female characters I designate as bachelors 

and spinsters in Dickens’s novels are those who, for the most part, are past what would be 

deemed (by the conventions of fiction) an eligible age for marriage.
5
 Apart from age, 

there are textual clues that designate them as unmarriageable.  These unmarried men and 

women fall into two distinct groups: those who desire marriage and have been rejected, 

and those who desire to be independent and remain single. Some characters’ situations 

are quite complex. For example, while Mrs. Clennam (Little Dorrit) and Miss Trotwood 

(David Copperfield) are not legally spinsters they are separated from their husbands. 

Miss Trotwood keeps her marriage a secret and casts herself as a single woman, and Mrs. 

Clennam may be considered both a jilted woman and an independent woman. She sends 

her husband away because of his love affair with another woman, and she runs the family 

business in London.  

                                                 

4
 Betsey Israel in her book about single women uses the term in her title: Bachelor Girls: 100 Years of 

Breaking the Rules—A Social History of Living Single. 

5
 I should note that some older men and women in Dickens’s fiction do marry, such as Miss La Creevy and 

Tim Linkinwater in Nicholas Nickleby.  
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Such complex characters in Dickens’s fiction have become the focus of scholarly 

work, mainly in the context of gender research.  Natalie Cole’s bibliographic monograph, 

Dickens and Gender: Recent Studies, 1992- 2008, reveals the many subdivisions 

proposed by today’s scholarship on bachelors and spinsters.
6
 Categories such as “Lesbian 

Erotics and Queer Theory,” “Homoerotics and Queer theory,” “Bachelor Masculinities,” 

“‘Odd Women’ and ‘Fallen Women’,” as well as “Masculinities and Work,”  

“Femininities and Work,” and “Redefinitions of Domesticity and Domestic Space,” all 

indicate the multiplicity of femininities and masculinities that are discussed. Cole’s work 

neatly incorporates fourteen years of scholarship and emphasizes the current interest in 

the varied spectrum of gender studies. 

Any discussions of spinsters in Dickens owe much to earlier studies that have 

analysed the situation of women within Victorian England, within literature in the 

nineteenth century, and within Dickens’s writings. Martha Vicinus notes that nineteenth-

century women were forcibly slotted into one of three categories, “the ideal mother/wife 

or a celibate spinster or a promiscuous prostitute” (Independent 5). Auerbach in Woman 

and the Demon acknowledges the spinster in the chapter “Old Maids and the Wish for 

Wings” and indicates how she has, in literature, become either a “comic grotesque” or a 

“sacrificial angel to a surrogate family”  (111). Her chapter also, however, reveals the 

subversive element in spinsters and she sets out to claim the “spinster as hero” (112). 

                                                 

6
 Cole qualifies her terms and places sexuality as an “affiliate of gender, importantly and necessarily 

attached to and associated with gender” (xiv). Her priority is to be inclusive rather than exclusive.  
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Auerbach’s groundbreaking work has changed the categorisation of spinsters and women 

in general. Patricia Ingham in Dickens, Women and Language extends the three 

constricting categories for women (mother, spinster, prostitute) by writing chapters on 

“nubile girls,” “fallen girls,” “excessive females,” “passionate women,” and “true 

mothers”;  spinsters thus can fall into two or three of these sets.  Merryn Williams in 

Women in the English Novel also enlarges the spaces for fictional women and gives 

spinsters a discrete spot, albeit within the company of all those women who contrast with 

the heroine: “on the one side heroines, and on the other fallen women, heartless fine 

ladies, shrews, and, towards the end of the century, ‘new’ or ‘strong-minded’ women” 

(34).  More recently, Catherine Golden in “Late Twentieth-Century-Readers in Search of 

a Dickensian Heroine” condenses these categories into only three: “angels, fallen sisters, 

and eccentrics” (6). Spinsters are transformed into “eccentrics,” thus allowing a character 

such as Miss Havisham to be read more sympathetically and not just as a “perversion of 

womanhood that can be brought about by the passions” (Slater, Dickens 293).  Deirdre 

David’s study of angry women, which includes such spinsters as Miss Wade, Mrs 

Clennam and Tattycoram, also follows Auerbach’s lead in noting that “each of these 

women, in her own destructive way, disrupts the domestic harmony of the Victorian 

family” (David 250). The subversive potential of these “eccentric,” “angry” and 

“passionate” spinsters is recognized. However, that the spinster is generally set against 

other female characters highlights her marginal position.  

Apart from Miss Havisham, most of the spinsters in Dickens’s fiction are 

marginal characters, and, consequently, have been written about in a marginal way. 

While the more prominent bachelors, such as Pickwick (The Pickwick Papers), Pip 
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(Great Expectations), and Sydney Carton (A Tale of Two Cities), have been the subjects 

of research for many years, the advent of masculinity studies has encouraged research on 

some of the lesser known characters. Recent studies have appeared on “the bachelor’s 

regressive eroticism, the bachelor master and servant . . . the bachelor gaze, ‘romantic 

friendship’ between men, the bachelor’s sacrificial celibacy, and the healthy bachelor 

who is a male nurse . . .” (Cole 43).  Minor figures also designated as worthy of study 

include George Rouncewell in Bleak House (Cole), the Fat Boy in The Pickwick Papers 

(Kincaid), Mr. Lorry in The Tale of Two Cities (Furneaux), and Tom Pinch in Martin 

Chuzzlewit  (Chase and Levenson). This inquiry crosses over many of the above 

categories as it addresses unmarried men and women and how they are connected with 

humour, domesticity, work, and passion. However, no earlier work has examined these 

marginalized characters squarely, and in considering the above issues and how they relate 

to both spinsters and bachelors, the present study offers a new perspective on Dickens 

and gender.  

Since the marginalized position of the bachelor and spinster provides a space for 

potentially subversive actions, it will be necessary to contextualize them within the 

hegemonic culture. To define the positions and manners of men and women was of 

general interest during Dickens’s life and well before that. Men and women were 

adapting to the changing character of a newly industrialized England. What it meant to be 

masculine and feminine was set out in the many periodicals and etiquette manuals of the 

time. Robert Shoemaker in Gender in English Society, 1650-1850: The Emergence of 

Separate Spheres? devotes his first chapter to “Ideas about Gender.”  Such eighteenth- 

and nineteenth-century works as Mary Astell’s Reflections Upon Marriage (1700), Sarah 
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Lewis’s Women’s Mission (1839), Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of 

Women (1792), John Stuart Mill’s The Subjection of Women (1869), Sarah Stickney 

Ellis’s The Women of England (1839), as well as conduct books by Thomas Gisborne 

(1797), and writings by John Locke (1689), Harriet Martineau (1838), Hannah More 

(1799), Thomas Hughes (1857), and Charles Kingsley (1848), all explore gender issues 

and offer opinions regarding the behavior and expectations of men and women.  

       Middle-class Victorian women were expected to be busy in the home and thus the 

defining image of domesticity became feminine (Tosh, Man’s 5).
7
  Mrs. Ellis’s Women of 

England carefully laid out the duties of the woman in her home. Once a well-run house 

was established, the woman could extend her goodness beyond her own house. The 

influence that “women of England” have on “the moral character maintained by their 

country in the scale of nations” (38) demonstrates what a vital role was ascribed to 

women.  How to accomplish the ideal of the well-run house was set out in such works as 

Mrs. Beeton’s Book of Household Management.
8
  Coventry Patmore’s best-selling poem, 

                                                 

7
 Tosh uses the term “domesticity” to provide background for his discussion on men. His research in A 

Man’s Place indicates how fathers are very much a part of the home environment..  

8
 Mrs. Beeton’s Book of Household Management was published in book form in 1861. However, she had 

been writing articles in The Englishwoman’s Domestic Magazine from 1859-61, published by her husband, 

Samuel Beeton. Two million copies of the book had been published by 1868.  
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The Angel in the House,
9
 encapsulates, perhaps more in its title than in the poem itself, 

the merging of morality with femininity and domesticity. That the image stayed in the 

minds and imaginations of Victorians is apparent in Virginia Woolf’s allusion to it in her 

lecture “Professions for Women” in 1931.  She speaks of the necessity (especially for 

women writers) of killing “The Angel in the House,” for only then would one be able to 

write without the stereotypical characteristics of the Angel ever present: sympathy, 

charm, unselfishness, sacrifice (285). Woolf’s use of the term fixed it in the discourse of 

gender, and the image of the “Angel in the House” has become a metonomy for the 

ideology of “separate spheres.”
10

  

       Just as the word “Angel” is a term that has layers of meaning associated with it, so 

too does the term “separate spheres.” The term is used by Leonore Davidoff and 

Catherine Hall in Family Fortunes: Men and Women of the English Middle Class, 1780-

1850, a formidable gathering of research that examines gender in Victorian England. 

They assert that the industrialization of England in the nineteenth century created a larger 

middle class and that the women of this new middle class became confined to the home. 

Their work has fostered many studies on the place of women within the home. However, 

some scholars of social history, especially of the eighteenth century, question the idea 

                                                 

9
 This poem sold one-quarter  million copies before Patmore’s death in 1896 (Dickerson xiv).  James Eli 

Adams notes that the “angelic ideal” was an alternate to “traditional notions of the woman as a temptress” 

(“Victorian Sexualities” 129). 

10
 The ideology of separate spheres has also encouraged such terms as “cult of true womanhood” (Vickery 

384). 
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that “separate spheres” was a product of the industrializing Victorian world and suggest 

that it is really a part of a “continuum” of work being divided according to gender.  

Amanda Vickery, in her response to Family Fortunes in “Golden Age to Separate 

Spheres?”, points out that “life in a separate sphere [is] not in all senses impoverished” 

(384). Indeed, she traces the changing views of the feminine sphere which moves from a 

“domestic cage, to ambivalent arena of both constraints and opportunity, to the safe 

haven of a loving female subculture” (386). Vickery questions the work of Davidoff and 

Hall, specifically their ideas surrounding gender and work, and the notion that women 

became confined within the home because of industrialization. Vickery’s research 

examines gender in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and she posits that there is 

more continuity in the lives of women than change (409). Robert Shoemaker in Gender 

in English Society, 1650-1850, also enters this discussion on the side of continuity. 

However, he does suggest that some changes occurred between the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries. He observes that “largely as a result of the Evangelical Revival . . . 

the value of domesticity was articulated with increasing intensity in the second half of our 

period, as greater moral value was accorded to the maintenance of gender differences and 

particularly to women’s activities within the home . . .” (313). And he concludes by 

asserting that the term “separate spheres may be useful” if it is defined as a “loose 

division of responsibilities between men and women within both public life and private 

life” (318). He also cautions, as does Vickery, that there is often a disconnect between 

ideologies and the reality of living. His conclusion speaks to an “accentuation, rather than 

the emergence, of separate spheres” (318). Davidoff and Hall, in their recent reprint of 

Family Fortunes, accept the studies of the eighteenth century that highlight continuities 
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and state that their work had always suggested continuities as well as movement between 

gendered roles.
11

 However, they still demonstrate the importance of examining closely 

the generational changes within history, and they are able to re-assert that “both beliefs 

and practices, for example around domesticity, which have been found in earlier periods, 

had become more widespread by the early nineteenth century” (xx). Thus they notice, as 

does Shoemaker, that in the 1790s there was a shift to more rigidly defined gender 

categories (Davidoff and Hall xxi). That there was generally a division between the 

public and the private, and that men were aligned with the public and women with the 

private, has not been disputed. Furthermore, what all these scholars agree on is the 

interest in gender (in the nineteenth century and before) and the often prescriptive 

ideologies that were promulgated through literature and conduct books and periodicals.
12

 

They also note the difficulty in knowing the full extent of the influence of such books and 

the images they promulgate. But, as Shoemaker suggests, “it would be absurd to argue 

that such images had no influence whatsoever,” either on acceptance or rebellion (311).  

                                                 

11
 Where Davidoff and Hall concede the most is on the point of gender and class. They agree that no longer 

would they “make the original claim that [their] study could speak for the provincial middle class, or, 

indeed, that domesticity was specifically middle class” (xxxi).  

12
 In two companion pieces, “A Shy Scheme,” (20 March 1858, Household Words) and “Awful Warning to 

Bachelors” (27 March 1858, Household Words), Wilkie Collins reveals the constraints placed on 

individuals, especially bachelors, by such a conduct book as Etiquette of Courtship and Matrimony (1852) 

which dictates, among other things, that men should no longer associate with their bachelor friends (62) 

and that one should not “defy the opinion of the world” (93). 
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           Beyond the historical debate, many other contemporary scholars have focused 

their attention on the importance of the woman in the home and her capacity for 

encouraging morality. Claudia Nelson discusses the middle-class woman as an 

inspirational angel:  “Untainted by nineteenth-century capitalism, the Angel imaged an 

alternative society that valued gentleness, feeling, community, mutual respect, and 

spiritual equality. Victorian men might control money, but Victorian women could 

control life” (Nelson 4).
13

 Catherine Waters’s examination of the ideology of domesticity 

in periodicals also confirms the Victorian emphasis on the virtues of the home, as well as 

the connection to women: “Through the female maintenance of the home as a haven, or 

‘temple of the hearth,’ social stability could be ensured, for the family home constituted 

the very nucleus and foundation of the state” (Dickens 18-19). Women were empowered, 

through their domestic sphere, to influence even the state.   

 The power of a woman’s influence was achieved primarily through her role as a 

mother. Although women were expected to marry, to bear children, to nurture the family 

spiritually, and to keep the household running smoothly, their job became much more 

than this. One Victorian preacher and writer, the Reverend T. Binney, encourages his 

listeners and readers to model themselves after the virtuous woman of Proverbs 31 in his 

treatise “The Wife; or a Mirror for Maidenhood.” He extols the high place of women and 

places her on an equal, but different, footing with men. The influence of virtuous women 

is such that they can be the “makers of men.” They are not “to be men—in character, 

                                                 

13
 Here is another example of the exploitation of Coventry Patmore’s poem title. 
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ambition, pursuit or achievement: but they are to be more:—they are to be the makers of 

men.”  He takes the contemporary expression “the child is the father of the man” and 

suggests that if this is so, then “the mother is the father of the child . . . the mental and the 

moral being, who is what he is, by being what his mother allows him to be, or has made 

him to become” (195-6).
14

  With respect to moral nurturing, the mother has more 

influence than her spouse. Binney’s word play emphasizes the constructed nature of the 

parenting roles where a woman is given a quasi-masculine role. Whatever the words, and 

even though women had been exalted for their moral influence, the emphasis on 

motherhood returned women to a position fashioned by their biology.  

        Tosh confirms the importance of motherhood: “Childbirth came to be seen as the 

fulfillment of a woman’s femininity rather than a disruption to her performance of the 

duties of wife . . . . the prestige of motherhood was on the increase . . .” (Man’s 81). 

Seeing women as “governed and defined by their reproductive capacity” (Poovey 35) led 

to the assumption that “essential female nature” centred on motherhood.  Davidoff and 

Hall suggest that “a woman’s femininity was best expressed in her dependence” (114). 

From here, it was an easy step to believing that women were at home because they 

simply belonged there. Dickerson notes that the house was “re-invent[ed] . . . as woman’s 

natural or appropriate place: she belonged in the house because biology put her there” 

(Dickerson xiii-iv). Thus the hegemonic understanding of biology and culture worked 

                                                 

14
 The expression, “the child is father of the man,” originates in Wordsworth’s poem “My Heart Leaps Up 

When I Behold” which was published in 1815 (417-18, and note).  
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together to establish a woman’s place in the home as a mother and a wife. Marriage was 

still considered by Victorian society a better position for a woman than remaining single. 

W.G.Hamley in “Old Maids” (1872) observes that women “receiving an offer of 

marriage recognise it as an occasion—an opportunity” (95). Even though he praises the 

intellectual abilities of unmarried women and encourages celibacy for eccentric women, 

he does so in the knowledge that a single life is a choice which “offers her few honours 

and small gratitude” (95).  The choice of a single life is not one that is easily understood 

by a society that embraces the concept of family.
15

 Marriage was an inextricable part of 

the social framework and the family was “the cornerstone of Victorian society” (Vicinus, 

Suffer x).   

  The accepted roles available for women as wife, mother, and daughter revolved 

around and existed in their relationships with men. It is no surprise then that unmarried 

women were considered to be especially problematic.
16

  To defuse this threat, Victorian 

society sought to keep women in a domestic environment (Davidoff and Hall 313-15, 

350-2). In an effort to integrate her within the family, the preferred options available to a 

middle-class woman were caring for parents until they died, helping in a sibling’s family 

as a cheap governess or nanny for nieces and nephews, becoming a lady’s companion or 

                                                 

15
 In the case of those women who have accepted a marriage opportunity where there is little love, Hamley 

speculates that the chances for happiness for married and unmarried women are equal (108).  

16
 See also Pamela Sharpe’s “Dealing with Love,” on single women in early modern England: this view 

was prevalent throughout the centuries. The presence of more single women in the nineteenth century 

perhaps encouraged more discussion about them, demonstrating how ideology becomes codified.  
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governess, and, especially later in the century, devoting herself to philanthropic work. 

The additional concern about unattached women was the danger of uncontained 

sexuality. Marriage was deemed the best place for a woman for it was “through her 

services to the family she could suppress the dangerous parts of herself, associated with 

her sexuality, which linked her back to Eve” (Davidoff & Hall 114).  Davidoff and Hall 

suggest that women “needed to be contained within families, whether their family of 

origin, their family of marriage, or the family of the church” (114).  The understanding 

that a single woman could be an embodiment of temptation (Eve) meant that she needed 

to be watched—“contained”—and thus she became a burden on her family and society in 

general.
17

  It is no surprise then that when the 1851 census revealed that one in three adult 

women was single and that one in four would never marry, spinsters were identified as a 

problem, and a growing one.  Between 1851 and 1911, the proportion of spinsters was 

between 29% and 35% for women aged 25-35, and 15-19% for those aged 35-45 (Jalland 

117, Jeffreys, 86-88).  The middle-class spinster became known as “superfluous,” 

“surplus,” and “redundant” (Kranidis 174). What to do with this excess of femininity 

became a topic for the periodicals.  As early as 1844, “Tabitha Glum” wrote “A 

Bewailment from Bath: Or, Poor Old Maids” in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Review, 

claiming that “Everybody knows that Great Britain is the fatherland of old maids . . .” 

(200).
18

  Many people, like W. R. Greg, advocated emigration for middle-class spinsters.  

                                                 

17
 Davidoff and  Hall’s use of the word “contained” establishes the errant possibilities of the spinster.  

18
 Kranidis identifies Tabitha Glum as Catherine G. F. Gore (174).  
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Greg takes an economic approach to the problem in 1862 in “Why are Women 

Redundant”: “As an immediate result of the removal of 500,000 women from the mother-

country, where they are redundant . . . all who remain at home will rise in value” (38).  

Women’s worth was defined by a capitalistic ideology of supply and demand.
19

  Since 

the oversupply meant the demand was low for spinsters, such discussions emphasize the 

unmarried woman’s lot as that of a person who is lacking, defective, and undesirable.
20

   

                                                 

19
 Dickens rejects completely Greg’s Malthusian language and in many of his novels exposes the horror of 

commodifying people. Dombey and Son reveals the way women are placed in a marriage market. Great 

Expectations also demonstrates the idea of both men and women being commodified. Miss Havisham is 

exploited for her wealth, and Pip is exploited by Miss Havisham for revenge, and even Magwitch is part of 

this as he believes he can buy himself a gentleman in Pip. Scrooge before his conversion in A Christmas 

Carol, and Mr. Gradgrind in Hard Times provide examples of the Malthusian language which Dickens 

abhors.  

20
  Dickens embraces the notion of emigration. Peggotty travels with his niece, Emily, her friend, Martha 

(both “fallen women”) and Mrs. Gummidge to Australia, as does Mr. Micawber and his family (David 

Copperfield).  Jingle and Job (Pickwick Papers) make new lives for themselves in Demarara, in Guyana, 

and Daniel Doyce (Little Dorrit) uses his engineering skills all over the empire. Joe Willet loses an arm in 

the American Revolution before returning to London, and Edward Chester, after marrying Emma Haredale, 

lives in the West Indies (Barnaby Rudge).  In Dickens’s own work with the “fallen women” at Urania 

House, the women were sent off to settler colonies to find husbands and new lives. Emigration could be a 

way to find a new life; however, Dickens allows his characters the right of refusal. Only Martha decides to 

marry, and Emily and Mrs. Gummidge both refuse offers of marriage. Mrs. Gummidge is no longer a “lone 

and lorn” woman and has the energy to bash a bucket over the head of the ship’s cook who proposed to her 

(DC 848). A new life can be made without getting married. 
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The only occupation considered fully appropriate for a middle-class spinster was 

as a non-sexual angel. Both male and female authors use this stereotype of the spinster in 

their fiction. Martha Vicinus sees the spinster as in a trapped position where “purity and 

goodness” are “thrust upon her.” This state of celibacy, however, can become a “vital and 

empowering ideal” (Independent 5). Without a family herself to take care of, the spinster 

may become, in her work for others, what Auerbach describes as a “monument of 

selflessness” (Woman 185).  Even in a study of women novelists, who were often 

spinsters themselves and who sympathized with the situation of the unmarried, Jean Kern 

finds that they “found few solutions for their economic dependence except in the 

nurturing roles of surrogate mother, governess or schoolteacher” (212). Surprisingly, 

writing as an occupation is not considered by these authors, for even Jane Austen 

“marries off . . . a minor character like Jane Fairfax in Emma before Jane is forced to 

become a governess” (212).
21

 What the women novelists do, however, is round out the 

character of the old maid, “explaining her motivation, showing her with qualities which 

would have been valued in men, and illustrating in their novels that creativity was both 

the best outlet for the single woman and the best document of her low social status” 

(212).  

                                                 

21
 Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Aurora Leigh (1856) provides an exception. Although Aurora does 

eventually marry, she first supports herself through her writing, lives alone in a London garret, and heads a 

two-mother house in Italy.  
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Even when the spinster is confined to the role of mother’s helper, or governess, 

she is still regarded as a “problem.” Nina Auerbach remarks that “beneath the social 

straitjacketing, the spinster was regarded, even by respectable Victorians, as a 

disturbingly commanding figure precisely because she evaded family definition” 

(“Foreward” ix).  Indeed, there was concern about the patterns set by spinsters working as 

governesses: “If even middle-class women could and did work outside the home, then 

women might not be naturally dependent or destined (or content) to be mothers; if they 

did not always marry, then marriage might not be the only unit of social organization” 

(Poovey 155).  Mary Daly comments further on the “danger” of the single woman when 

she returns the term to its spinning roots and redefines a spinster as an active spinner, as 

one who “has chosen her Self, who defines her Self, by choice, neither in relation to 

children nor to men, who is Self-identified” (3).  Laura Fasick’s study of Charlotte 

Yonge, Dinah Craik and Elizabeth Sewell, who were writing in the 1860s, indicates the 

autonomy that was given to the devoted spinster. The single woman’s house “could 

become an alternative space, one in which a woman could not only hold authority in her 

own right, but could also transmit the knowledge that deference to a man should not be a 

woman’s highest value” (78). Religion could also be used to bolster her independence: 

“With her focus on a devotion to the heavenly instead of any earthly fathers, the spinster 

could justify not only her own ‘alternative’ space, but also her attentions to herself” 

(Dickerson xxiii). J. Hillis Miller, in a discussion of the power of refusing proposals of 

marriage, addresses the ambiguity of the fictional unmarried woman: “Until she marries, 

her selfhood, insofar as it depends on her subject position as the wife of so-and-so, has 

not yet been settled. She is a wild card, without a fixed value, unpredictable. She is even 
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dangerous to the status quo, since it is impossible to predict with certainty to whom she 

will say yes or no, how she will employ her right to ‘marry when she wants’” 

(“Literature” 45).  Florence Nightingale, in her work, and through her writing, is one of 

those spinsters who presented a potential threat to the social system as she employed her 

right to refuse marriage and fought against societal expectations in order to become a 

nurse. She writes in Cassandra about the constraints placed upon her position as a 

woman. The family is “too narrow a field for the development of an immortal spirit be 

that male or female” (567). The expected duties of an upper-middle class woman 

Nightingale deems “play,” and she rails against a society that has decided that a woman’s 

time “is of no value” (561). Despite her fame in nursing, such ideas place her in the 

category of the “dangerous” spinster.  

Meanwhile, the unmarried man was merely eyed with suspicion. Since the 

bachelor seemed to have an unlimited “best before” date, the expectation was that he 

would marry at some point. Jane Austen’s opening lines of Pride and Prejudice announce 

this expectation of marriage for the bachelor: “It is a truth universally acknowledged, that 

a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in want of a wife” (3).  Although 

this maxim mockingly conveys gendered societal expectations—it is Mrs. Bennet’s 

desire to marry one of her daughters to the new tenant of Netherfield Hall before they 

have even been introduced—the statement stands, and before the end of the novel, three 

men of good fortune have indeed found good wives. John Tosh, in A Man’s Place, 

confirms the Davidoff and Hall conclusion that being married was part of the concept of 
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Victorian masculinity:
22

 “ To establish a home, to protect it, to provide for it, to control it, 

and to train its young aspirants to manhood, have usually been essential to a man’s good 

standing with his peers” (4). While sexual activity “enhanced masculine status,” Tosh 

acknowledges that “the complete transition to manhood depended on marriage. . . . To 

form a household, to exercise authority over dependants, and to shoulder the 

responsibility of maintaining and protecting them—these things set the seal on a man’s 

gender identity” (108). Marriage became the means to reveal one’s masculinity. Davidoff 

and Hall identify the man who could marry and accept the responsibilities of a wife and 

children as a masculine man.  Just over a decade later, Tosh agrees that the married man 

was masculine, but he also focuses on masculinity as a constructed space to maintain 

marriage.
23

 For Tosh, the Victorian married man became the masculine man because he 

followed the conventions of expected behavior. Being slow to marry or remaining a 

bachelor placed a man “in danger of being regarded as less than a man because he had 

renounced the office of patriarch” (Tosh, Man’s 108).   

 While Davidoff and Hall were researching before the theories of Foucault 

encouraged the use of such a term as “construction,” they were alive to the ways in which 

                                                 

22
 Sussman points out the difference in the nineteenth century between constructionist terms (masculinity 

and manliness) and essentialist terms (male and maleness). This was especially important for Victorians 

who sought to control their “maleness,” which was “fantasized as a potent yet dangerous energy,” through 

the “control and discipline” of “manliness” (13). The constructionist and essentialist terms often overlap 

each other in Dickens’s fiction.  

23
 Tosh is following the theories of gender as a social construction more than Davidoff and Hall do. 
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a concept such as masculinity has changed over the years.  They contrast the new 

“masculinity” of the nineteenth century with the masculine ideals of the eighteenth 

century:  “Masculine nature, in gentry terms, was based on sport and codes of honour 

derived from military prowess, finding expression in hunting, riding, drinking and 

‘wenching’” (110).  Robin Gilmour confirms that the term “manly” was set against the 

“dandyism” and the “cramping decorum of the ‘fine gentleman’ ideal of the late 

eighteenth century” (85). Helena Michie reveals the lack of tolerance given to the “landed 

and leisured aristocrat” by the end of the eighteenth-century in “Under Victorian Skins.”  

The “ideal man [of the eighteenth century] was the landed and leisured aristocrat” who 

“was seen as increasingly self-indulgent, immoral and indeed, effeminate” (413).  The 

nineteenth-century concept of masculinity was firmly rooted in the new evangelical 

manhood which stressed “moral earnestness, the belief in the power of love, and a 

sensitivity to the weak and the helpless” (Davidoff and Hall 110). Thus, men had to 

consciously change their habits. Dickens, in Barnaby Rudge, gives life to the differences 

between the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century man. Edward Chester, Senior, defines the 

concept of marriage to his son: “Marriage is a civil contract; people marry to better their 

worldly condition and improve appearances; it is an affair of house and furniture, of 

liveries, servants, equipage, and so forth. The lady being poor and you poor also, there is 

an end of the matter” (BR 260).  Edward Chester, Junior, rejects this model and 

represents the earnest, truthful Victorian man who will marry for love and seek his own 

fortune.  

 Manliness in the nineteenth century became associated with self-control, which 

was linked to discipline and hard work, honesty, generosity and empathy. Self-discipline 
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was a means for the middle class to differentiate themselves from “the libertinism and 

idleness of the gentry and the irregularity and sexual license of the working class” 

(Sussman 11).  Sussman explores the Victorians’ interest in discipline by examining the 

writings of Thomas Carlyle, who believed that every man was filled with energy, and that 

this energy must be channeled and directed in a positive and productive way (19). 

Carlyle’s interest in self-discipline as a Victorian virtue is echoed in Samuel Smiles’s 

Self-Help, which encouraged the achievement of goals through a focus on self-discipline: 

“It may be of comparatively little consequence how a man is governed from without, 

whilst everything depends upon how he governs himself from within. The greatest slave 

is not he who is ruled by a despot, great though that evil be, but he who is the thrall of his 

own moral ignorance, selfishness, and vice” (17). The emphasis on the individual fits in 

well with the evangelical stress on work. The discipline needed in life to get things done, 

whether in one’s personal life, or in the family, or within the nation was considered 

godly. Indeed, “work was not to be despised, rather it was to be seen as doing God’s duty 

in the world” (Davidoff and Hall 111).  

While Carlyle focused on self-control and hard work, many other nineteenth-

century writers encouraged gentler virtues. Thomas Hughes in the Manliness of Christ 

(1879) defines “manliness and manfulness” as involving “tenderness, and thoughtfulness 

for others” as well as courage (17-18). Robin Gilmour’s study of what it means to be a 

gentleman in the Victorian age explains why Thackeray adds to the portrait of the “manly 

man” the quality of empathy (Idea 86).  Thackeray, in his Roundabout Papers, describes 

the manly man as one who is “unmanned” by sympathy: “the source of his emotion is 

championship, pity and courage; the instinctive desire to cherish those who are innocent 
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and unhappy and defend those who are tender and weak” (193).
24

  In considering 

Victorian manliness, James Eli Adams notes that by the mid-century, “a norm of 

‘manliness’ [was] identified above all with honest, straightforward speech and action . . .” 

(Dandies 14).
25

  Mark Girouard details the Victorian interest in the Arthurian ideal and 

notes that the definition of a chivalrous man (“brave, loyal, true to his word, courteous, 

generous and merciful”) is also the very picture of a gentleman (16, 260).   

                                                 

24
 Connecting gentleness with manliness forged the “new Victorian concept of the gentleman” (Gilmour 

86). The term gentleman, which formerly designated an individual of “noble birth or of good family” (3), 

by mid-century was a term that defined a man according to his morals and also his education.  Because of 

the ambiguity connected with the term, Thornton in Mrs. Gaskell’s North and South asks to be addressed as 

a man:  “A man is to me a higher and a completer being than a gentleman” (164). In the discussion of John 

Chivery (Little Dorrit) these terms are of interest, as Chivery develops into a strong character who is given 

high praise by Arthur for speaking as “a Man” (713).  Samuel Smiles also removes the idea of class from 

the term gentleman: “the poor man may be a true gentleman—in spirit and in daily life. He may be honest, 

truthful, upright, polite, temperate, courageous, self-respecting, and self-helping—that is a true gentleman” 

(Smiles Chapter 13).  

25
 Adams, in Dandies and Desert Saints, follows up some of Sussman’s ideas on masculinity.  He focuses 

on the need for Victorian writers to view their profession as a “manly” one that inculcates those virtues of 

self-discipline.  Using Sydney Carton (A Tale of Two Cities), Adams reveals how the dandy is also given 

masculine authority: “the dandy and the prophet in the wilderness shadow each other with remarkable 

persistence as spectacles of a masculine self-fashioning estranged from, yet . . . staged before, ‘the world’” 

(60). Sandra Schwab observes that the idea of knighthood comes under scrutiny from such different sources 

as Byron and Kenneth Graham, who propose the knight as peacekeeper, rather than fighter.  
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Such ideas of masculinity weave into the concept that masculinity is not an 

essence but a process about “becoming” a man.  Herbert Sussman in Victorian 

Masculinities suggests that writers such as Carlyle, Browning, the Pre-Raphaelites, and 

Pater narrate a “masculine plot” which he defines as “a narrative of manhood achieved 

and manhood lost.” The “achievement” and “maintenance” of manhood “[form] a 

narrative over time” (13).  Opposed to the marriage plot, this “masculine plot” is a 

“rejection of the domestic sphere as the way toward the achievement of manhood” (36).  

Through his research on Carlyle, Sussman exposes an “opposing masculine poetic whose 

primary psychic action is the regulation rather than the arousal of desire.  Set in a world 

without women, its erotics focus upon the sexually chaste bonds of man to man” (35).   

Carlyle focuses on the virtues of self-control and productivity in work rather than 

reproduction. Working with other men creates a homosocial community rather than a 

heterosexual union. “Dangerous male desire” is channeled into “productive work” as one 

is brought into a “male community” (36).  A few of Dickens’s bachelors fit this paradigm 

and are driven by work, such as Daniel Doyce (Little Dorrit), Mr.Tulkinghorn (Bleak 

House), and Scrooge (Christmas Carol), and some of his rejected suitors also find 

satisfaction in hard work, such as John Chivery (Little Dorrit) and Charles Cheeryble 

(Nicholas Nickleby).
26

 Masculinity as a process is linked to character rather than to a state 

                                                 

26
 Jaggers (Great Expectations) provides an example of one of those characters who defy easy 

categorisation. He is a bachelor driven by hard work, and yet there is also the suggestion that he suffers 

(when he allows himself to think of it) from unrequited love, although he allows Pip to be the expert on the 
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of being, i.e. marriage.  The bachelor Twemlow, from Our Mutual Friend, emphasizes 

this process through his discussion of the term “gentleman,” which he believes is a 

degree which “may be attained by any man” (OMF 820). Sussman’s theory of 

masculinity accounts for those few individuals/characters who never desire marriage and 

seem content with a celibate life, but leaves in the breach those who are rejected suitors. 

Masculinity as a process, however, does not just happen in a homosocial setting. 

Many of Dickens’s rejected suitors embark on a process of discovering themselves and 

become men and gentlemen partly because of their love for a woman (Pip in Great 

Expectations, John Chivery in Little Dorrit). Tosh and Davidoff and Hall concentrate on 

a masculinity embedded in marriage, and they make it clear that in Victorian society, the 

prevailing understanding of the fully masculine man was one who was married. Like the 

spinster who is understood as not fully feminine, the bachelor is deemed a man, but not 

wholly masculine. Spinster and bachelor are both thought to be lacking. 

Establishing the historical and social context of middle-class Victorian England 

enables us to see how Dickens’s characters and plots both confirm Victorian gender 

ideologies and, paradoxically, also point to other ways of perceiving society. John 

Kucich’s study Excess and Restraint delights in the ambiguities within a Dickens text: 

“The assertions are there . . . the values of hearth and home, the puritanical moralism, the 

doctrine of the heart. But in Dickens’s novels . . . there seems to be a greater glee in 

                                                                                                                                                 

matter: “you know more about such things [poor dreams] than I, having much fresher experience of that 

kind” (377).  
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dismantling the world of sense and the assertive behaviour of others than there is in 

making direct counterassertions” (7). Dickens’s “dismantling” of the earnest discourses 

on men and women and their places and behaviours is apparent in his Sketches of Young 

Gentlemen (1838) and Sketches of Young Couples (1840). Dickens’s Sketches respond to 

Edward Caswell’s Sketches of Young Ladies (1837). Writing under the pseudonym Quiz, 

Caswell offers to the public twenty-four portraits of young ladies in order to examine “the 

diversities of the fair sex” (5). Aware of the multiplicity of femininities, he questions how 

it will be possible to “contain the characters of every young lady in this island,” and he 

ventures to offer “certain latent characteristics, under which all the young ladies of this 

age and country might be classed” (6). Paul Schlicke, in his introduction to the Sketches, 

contextualizes the activity of classifying and following the “Linnaean system,” thus 

situating these sketches as a parody of the recent works on natural science by some of the 

“foremost scientists” of the age: “Georges Cuvier, Dionysius Lardner, and Mary 

Somerville” (Sketches xii). In the same comedic manner as Caswell, Dickens observes 

the many masculinities of his day and thus enters into the gender discussion.
27

 Unlike 

other writers about men and women, he does not try to teach appropriate manners and 

behaviour; rather, he endeavors to describe men and women as they are. Designed to be 

                                                 

27
 Wilkie Collins also describes bachelors and spinsters in “The Bachelor Bedroom” (All the Year Round, 6 

August 1859) and “My Spinsters” (Household Words, 23 August 1856). These comic sketches reveal 

eccentric bachelors and spinsters; the former seeming quite content in their singleness and the latter held up 

for “auction” by an old bachelor who would like to attend more wedding breakfasts. The “deficiencies” of 

both sexes arise more from annoying habits than physical appearances  (“My Spinsters” 126).  
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entertaining, Dickens’s sketches play on stereotypes and reveal male types who may not 

get married at all, or who may not be interested in marriage. The “throwing off young 

gentlemen” are pointed out as “often swindlers, and always fools” (Sketches 138), and 

young ladies are encouraged to avoid them. The “domestic” and “bashful” gentlemen are 

the types who will probably live life as bachelors (111, 85). That youth should end in 

marriage is apparent in the invitation to young ladies to lead forth to the altar “a young 

gentleman who unites in himself the best qualities of all, and the worst weaknesses of 

none” (146).  That marriage is not always the happiest state, however, is evinced in this 

assertion that the only ideal mate is a conglomerate of the best of the many types.
28

   

Given the likelihood of marital disharmony, it could not be assumed that marriage 

would guarantee a happy home. Catherine Waters observes that Dickens is just as 

interested in the failures as in the ideal. Her study of the “fractured family” demonstrates 

that the “ideal [of domesticity] is almost everywhere implied as the standard against 

which the families portrayed in the novels are evaluated,” and thus Dickens is able to 

maintain his “reputation as the celebrant of domestic bliss” while he explores the 

possibilities of the less-than-ideal (Dickens 27).  Kelly Hager in Dickens and the Rise of 

Divorce: The Failed Marriage Plot and the Novel Tradition focuses her attention on the 

many unhappy marriages, what she calls the “failed marriage plot,” and the way these 
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 Kelly Hager’s recent study, Dickens and the Rise of Divorce: the Failed Marriage Plot and the Novel 

Tradition, and Catherine Waters’s “Gender, Family and Domestic Ideology” examine this issue more 

closely.  
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failures change our understanding of Dickens as a domestic writer.  Furthermore, Jon 

Mee in The Cambridge Introduction to Charles Dickens indicates the “instability” of the 

family in Dickens’s fiction. He notes that “neither at the beginning nor the end of the 

novel do family groups seem the building blocks assumed by any normative idea of 

domestic ideology: the version of the family unit (with the father at the head and the 

mother tending to the children at home) as a kind of organic cell endlessly reproduced in 

the larger body of society never quite works out in Dickens” (64). The values of hearth 

and home still prevail, but perhaps not quite in the expected structures, since homes can 

be presided over by bachelors and spinsters, and both unmarried men and women can 

assert their self-identities outside of the family.  

Indeed, Dickens implies a distinction between marriage and domesticity. 

Certainly, Victorians associated domesticity with marriage, yet Dickens seems to 

recognize that a home could be created without marriage. In his Sketches, he encourages 

his readers to think about what a home should mean, and the romantic “happily-ever-

after” becomes subordinated to the ideal of the home. And this ideal is to be lived up to 

“before marriage and afterwards.” For middle-class Victorians, marriage was a 

precondition of domesticity. Yet Dickens states that the ideal home is not dependent on 

marriage; rather, it is dependent on “virtues,” and nationalistic “English” virtues at that. It 

is these “English virtues” that will offer sanctuary in a harsh world:  

Before marriage and afterwards, let them learn to centre all their hopes  

of real and lasting happiness in their own fireside; let them cherish the  

faith that in home, and all the English virtues which the love of home  

engenders, lies the only true source of domestic felicity; let them believe  
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that round the household gods, contentment and tranquility cluster in  

their gentlest and most graceful forms; and that many weary hunters  

of happiness through the noisy world, have learnt this truth too late,  

and found a cheerful spirit and a quiet mind only at home at last. (220-21) 

This serious conclusion to the comedic Sketches of Young Couples confirms Dickens’s 

place as “the novelist of domestic harmony” (Gilmour, Idea 110).   Gilmour’s reading 

from 1982 has not been extinguished through the years of Dickensian scholarship that 

have followed him.  Helena Michie identifies Dickens as the “spokesperson for family 

affections” (“From” 133) through writings by his contemporaries, and Catherine Waters 

acknowledges Dickens’s masterful renditions of domesticity in “set-pieces like the 

description of the Cratchits’ Christmas dinner” (Dickens 27).
29

 The warmth of fire, food, 

and amiable company define the “Dickensian domestic” as found in such places as 

Peggotty’s boathouse (David Copperfield), Mr. Fezziwig’s office turned ballroom (A 

Christmas Carol), Mr. Wemmick’s home that is his castle (Great Expectations), and Mr. 

Wardle’s parlour in Dingley Dell (The Pickwick Papers), to name a few.  Indeed this 

image of domestic happiness is established early on in The Pickwick Papers: 

       The evening glided swiftly away, in these cheerful recreations; and when  

                                                 

29
 Helena Michie also stresses the tension that is part of the family unit that seeks to dismantle the ideal 

(“From”), and Catherine Waters notes that there are few intact families in Dickens. Alongside the Cratchits 

are “families made memorable by their grotesque failure to exemplify the domestic ideal” (Waters, Dickens 

27). Since the Cratchit family’s Christmas Day celebrations are brought to us through a vision in a ghost 

story, the ideal is even further removed from reality.  
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       the substantial, though homely supper had been despatched, and the little  

       party formed a social circle round the fire, Mr. Pickwick thought he had never  

       felt so happy in his life, and at no time so much disposed to enjoy, and make  

      the most of, the passing moment. (65) 

Mr. Pickwick’s contentment is then articulated by Mr. Wardle as he notes that the 

“happiest moments” of his life have taken place in the parlour around the fireplace. His 

words then encourage his aging mother to recollect her many years of happiness around 

this same fire place, moving her to tears: “The tear which starts unbidden to the eye when 

the recollection of old times and the happiness of many years ago is suddenly recalled, 

stole down the old lady’s face . . .” (65). Dickens reminds the reader that happiness may 

be found around any welcoming hearth, and that it is not confined to married couples and 

conventional families. 

        This concept of domestic virtues was not just Dickensian, but permeated common 

parlance. William Sewell in his prize-winning essay at Oxford in 1830, “The Domestic 

Virtues and Manners of the Greeks and Romans,” defines the domestic virtues as “virtues 

of feeling, rather than reasoning . . . modifications of that sympathy which binds together 

in an infinite variety of forms the elements of human society” (2). Jesse Torrey, Junior, a 

contemporary of Dickens in the United States, specifies “economy, parental affection, 

conjugal love, filial love, brotherly love, and the fulfillment of the reciprocal duties of 

master and servant” as being incorporated in “domestic virtues” (112). Also writing in the 

1830s, Peter Gaskell worries about the loss of domestic virtues with the breaking up of 

families due to mill-labour in The Manufacturing Population of England (99), and 

Christopher Anderson, in a conduct book for parents, links the family with the nation: “it 
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is of domestic virtues we must think when we think of the morals of the nation” (184). 

This understanding that the domestic virtues influenced not only the immediate family 

but also the nation is articulated well by the contemporary scholar John Tosh: “At its 

most elevated, the idealizing of home extended to the belief that domestic virtues would 

triumph over a heartless world. It was because so much was credited to the saving power 

of domestic life that home lay firmly at the  centre of the Victorians’ moral world” 

(Man’s 29).  The fast-emerging capitalist “noisy world” explains the necessity of such 

virtues and the desire for both men and women to cultivate them. Thus, the “Angel of the 

House” is a role available to men and women, married and unmarried.
30

   

Research surrounding the issues of “separate spheres” and masculinity reveals, 

perhaps unexpectedly, the flexibility of gendered roles in the nineteenth century. While 

Tosh accepts a connection between being masculine and being married, he does question 

the rigidity of the “separate spheres” and asserts man’s place in domesticity.  He notes 

that while “the ‘religion of the heart’ has rightly been seen as opening a window of 

opportunity for women . . . initially it was experienced and led by men, and men 

continued to be drawn to the proposition that the home is the proper place to cultivate 

                                                 

30
 The Victorian world would also associate the term with the muscular and pugilistic angels of Milton’s 

Paradise Lost. The energy of the male angel is apparent in  Gustave Doré’s paintings of Paradise Lost as 

well as in the painting of Jacob wrestling with an angel (1866, 1855).  Blake’s vibrant illustrations would 

also be well known to the public since 1804. Dickens’s manly angels are less combative and we will see 

that while Mr. Pickwick has all the righteous energy of a Michael ready to battle Satan and his armies, his 

methods are nonaggressive.  
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one’s spiritual and emotional well-being” (Man’s 50). He questions the notion that moral 

responsibility for the home was the primary job of women and places that responsibility 

also on men. It is the home that allows the space for moral growth in both men and 

women. Thus the home and its moral influence are not the sole preserve of the female. 

Furthermore, masculinity and femininity are about acquiring virtues. Like Sussman, Tosh 

suggests that manhood is a state that can be achieved, for manliness has to do with “the 

inner character of man” (Tosh, Manliness 34).  Colatosti’s study of gender confirms this 

self-discovery in male characters. She notices that for Dickens becoming a “‘true person’ 

with a ‘pure’ heart involves . . . repressing selfish passions, denying personal desires and, 

in a sense, agreeing to relinquish independence in order to help others” (8). The quality of 

selflessness is one that is attainable by both genders.
31

  

Questioning the masculine monopoly on self-discipline, Roy Porter reveals the 

importance of this characteristic within nineteenth-century concepts of the home. A 

household cannot be run smoothly unless the domestic woman is exercising self-

regulation.  He supports this point through Mary Wollstonecraft’s call for women to have 

“mental self-discipline” (331) and through a description of many novels that confirm the 

                                                 

31
 While Colatosti suggests that selflessness is a virtue for both genders, she describes the virtues in 

gendered terms; it is primarily a feminine virtue. Moreover, in Dickens’s fiction, this virtue becomes a 

means of affirming “male power” and “female submissiveness” (2). She suggests that Dickens accepts the 

essentialist argument that women are naturally selfless and, “in order to uphold the dominant order, 

Dickens must honor feminine selflessness without empowering the individual women who embody it” (20).  

In contrast, I am arguing that this virtue and several others are ungendered in Dickens’s novels.   
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dangers of a lack of self-control. Mary Hays’s Emma Courtney (1796), for instance, 

blames the heroine’s sentimental upbringing for her inability to control her present 

infatuation (291). Claudia Nelson upholds the woman’s position in the home as one of 

strength for her “ultimate role was as the instrument of Victorian society’s subversive 

quest to heal itself by undermining the precepts of aggression, selfishness, and 

competition upon which the male world depended” (4). Emily Rena-Dozier avoids a 

divided world and sees the potential for a harmonious domesticity where masculine and 

feminine virtues blend to create a possible “androgynous domestic space” (814) in David 

Copperfield: “Copperfield’s work ethic and powers of concentration infuse the domestic 

sphere with rigor and purpose, and feminine virtues such as Agnes’s gentleness soften 

and humanize the realm of commerce” (814).
32

 Ideas about androgyny were also 

circulating during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Robert Shoemaker notes that  

“over the course of the eighteenth century an image of masculinity developed which to a 

certain extent moved closer to traditional femininity” (56). One couple, Catherine and 

Goodwyn Barmby, who were “Chartists and Owenite socialists” in the 1840s, 

endeavored to “transcend and combine ‘woman-nature’ and ‘man-nature’” (56). 

Although the Barmbys eventually backed away from this position, the similarity between 

the sexes was also being noticed by such writers as Harriet Taylor Mill, who “advocated 
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 While Rena-Dozier suggests the possibility of androgynous spaces, she does believe that Dickens insists 

on “masculine authority over these androgynous situations” (821). 
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a strict equality in the treatment of men and women,” and Mary Leman Grimstone, who 

“argued that traditional gender roles could be reversed” (56).  

Porter, in The Creation of the Modern World, lists some of the characteristics that 

defined the Victorian period and acknowledges the universality of these ideals. 

“Emergent individualism, self-consciousness, self-definition, and self-improvement” 

were all part of the ethos of the age (278).  Coming out of Locke’s philosophy of the 

mind, these traits were encouraged in both men and women (279). Claudia Nelson, in her 

study of Victorian childhood, also notes the similar virtues associated with each gender. 

She states that “the same code of selflessness, emotional warmth, purity and concern for 

others that typifies the ideal of the Victorian woman also consistently appears in works 

explaining manliness, as if those not born Angels might still have Angelhood thrust upon 

them” (4).  Indeed, the word “manliness” was used in “sex manuals and children’s fiction 

alike . . . to encapsulate the blend of compassion and courage, gentleness and strength, 

self-control and native purity” (Nelson 37).  It is not until later that the term “manliness” 

took on the “meaning with which we still associate the word—the hearty games-playing, 

stiff-upper-lip spirit that built the empire.” Indeed, the term was also used throughout the 

century “as a shorthand for ‘humanliness,’ [and] it sometimes applied to girls as well as 

to boys” (Nelson 37).   

The “English virtues” as Dickens speaks of them are not defined by biology and 

gender. Indeed, to Dickens and many of his contemporaries they were specifically 

Christian virtues.  Even as late as 1879, with the publication of Hughes’s The Manliness 

of Christ, the virtues of a man were consistent with those of a woman. In defining manly 

courage, Hughes explains that it involves “self-sacrifice for the welfare of another” as 



 

39 

 

well as tenderness (17, 19). If this is how “manliness” and “courage” are identified, then 

such virtues are becoming ungendered.  “Tenderness” is also a virtue that connotes 

sympathy and emotion. And Davidoff and Hall are able to comment on the “manliness of 

emotion” that “was elevated by Evangelicalism” (111). Combining what had been 

deemed masculine and feminine characteristics does not eschew emotion. Kaplan notes 

that “Dickens and many of his contemporaries are not opposed to tears,” and that “tears 

themselves are often the visible sign of rediscovering or returning to our first natures, our 

best human natures, our moral sentiments”(Sacred 60). Lewis also acknowledges the 

prodigious weeping in David Copperfield, where “tears are . . . a measure of one’s 

humanity” (88).  Sicher confirms that “it is not gender or class but spiritual and moral 

qualifications that are the true test of home” (158).  

Dickens perceives himself as a Christian writer establishing in his “good people” 

Christian virtues. In a letter to the Rev. D. Macrae in 1861, Dickens explains:  

one of my most constant and most earnest endeavours has been to  

exhibit in all my good people some faint reflections of the teachings  

of our great Master, and unostentatiously to lead the reader up to  

those teachings as the great source of moral goodness. All my strongest 

 illustrations are derived from the New Testament: all my social abuses  

are shown as departures from its spirit; all my good people are humble,  

charitable, faithful and forgiving.  (Letters, 9:556-57)  

Dickens elucidates even further his Christian beliefs in The Life of Our Lord, which he 

wrote for his children: “It is christianity to DO GOOD always—even to those who do 

evil to us. It is christianity to love our neighbours as ourselves, and to do to all men as we 
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would have them Do to us. It is christianity to be gentle, merciful, and forgiving, and to 

keep those qualities quiet in our own hearts, and never make a boast of them . . . but 

always to shew that we love Him by humbly trying to do right in everything” (474). 

Dickens in his writing endeavors to reveal to his listening public “good people.” He does 

not segregate virtues according to gender.  

The Christian aspect of Dickens’s writing has been well documented. Rowan 

Williams, at the wreath-laying ceremony to mark the bicentenary of Dickens’s birth, 

noted that Dickens’s “sense of the grotesque is . . . one of the things that makes Dickens a 

great religious writer” (113).  He ended his short speech by connecting Christ’s words of 

forgiveness from The Life of Our Lord with Sir Leicester’s words of forgiveness in Bleak 

House (Williams 113-15). Robert Newsom states that “Dickens’s ethical force was 

undiminished throughout his work and unapologetically conspicuous to the end” (36). 
33

 

Furthermore, Newsom establishes Dickens’s ethics as being in the present and connected 

with duty (46). The active work of “goodness,” making other people around one have 

better lives, is what is lauded. Gary Colledge notes that “real Christianity” to Dickens 
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 Newsom, in “Dickens and the Goods,” contextualizes Dickens’s ethics in his reading and in Utilitarian 

and Christian thought. See also Walder, Dickens and Religion. Vincent Newey in The Scriptures of Charles 

Dickens: Novels of Ideology, Novels of the Self, examines the “liberal humanism” of Dickens’s novels. A 

“Dickensian epiphany” is not connected with the Divine, but it is rather a coming together of “healthy 

emotional and moral instincts in anthropocentric contexts” (3). In contrast, Linda M. Lewis, in Dickens, His 

Parables, and the Reader, positions Dickens squarely in a Christian context. She suggests that Dickens 

shares with his reader a “Christian faith, conservative morality, and adherence to family virtues” (4-5).  
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was “not in subscribing to religious creeds or engaging in . . .  pious behaviours.” Rather 

“‘real Christianity’ was demonstrated in the effort toward following the example of Jesus 

as it is found in the Gospels” (127). 
34

 Lewis confirms the emphasis on action: “if there is 

any consistency in Dickens’s religious creed, it is that no amount of theological debate 

will substitute for one sip of water or crust of bread given to the thirsty or hungry in 

Jesus’ name” (18). Each individual, in a Dickens novel, has the potential to be a catalyst 

for change. The transformation of Scrooge’s heart in A Christmas Carol changes the lives 

of other characters as he gives his clerk a raise, takes Tiny Tim under his financial wing, 

and allows his generosity to flow to the poor. Furthermore, Scrooge’s redemption inspires 

readers to promote selflessness in their own lives, albeit in the knowledge that their small 

victories may not be as dramatic.  

Thus the present study explores Charles Dickens’s bachelors and spinsters as an 

element of his fictional practice, and it also enlarges our understanding of gender roles 

and characteristics as they played out in Victorian culture. In the first chapter I 

concentrate on the comic figure of the bachelor and spinster. The ridicule shores up the 

hegemonic values of Victorian society, but also indicates the subversive potential of the 

unmarried. The second and third chapters explore those bachelors and spinsters who have 

been rejected. The former examines rejected spinsters and bachelors who are caught in a 

desire for revenge. The very desire for revenge expresses the individual’s need for 
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 Colledge focuses on Dickens’s The Life of Our Lord as a means to understanding Dickens’s “religious 

orientation and world view” (125).  
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understanding and validation. The plights of such characters as Miss Havisham (Great 

Expectations), Rosa Dartle (David Copperfield), and Bradley Headstone (Our Mutual 

Friend) demonstrate the encroachment of commercial ideals on the heart. The third 

chapter examines those who are able to move beyond their sorrow. Their unsatisfied 

desire allows them to think, act, and grow as individuals. The fourth and fifth chapters 

examine those women and men who do not wish to marry. I designate them “independent 

men and women.” Both of these categories indicate Dickens’s concern with morality over 

and above biology, and, in so doing, reveal the construction of gender.  Even though 

Dickens often describes his characters in terms that assume essentialist gender identities, 

their characters and actions undermine the essentialism. Furthermore, from a broader 

Christian perspective, kindness, compassion, long-suffering, patience, and self-sacrifice 

are the virtues of both men and women.  Dickens abandons the conduct manuals of his 

contemporaries that encourage division between the sexes and attempts to draw his 

heroes and heroines as “good people.” His “Angels” include blacksmiths, businessmen, 

lawyers, architects, and bachelor and spinster parents who extend our understanding of 

what it means to create a home and of what makes up a family. Mark Tapley, bachelor, is 

able to domesticate the swamps of America for Martin Chuzzlewit, and Miss Tox, 

spinster, becomes an “authentic female hero” when she nurtures Mr. Dombey, who is not 

her husband (Auerbach, Woman 111).  
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Chapter One:  Bachelors and Spinsters: Rooted in the Comic 

‘People must be amuthed, Thquire, thomehow’ . . . ‘they can’t be alwayth  

a working, nor yet they can’t be alwayth a learning.’ (Hard Times 43) 

 

 Dickens was known in his life-time as a master of comedy.  John Forster’s 

opening words of his biography, The Life of Charles Dickens, acknowledges him as “one 

of the greatest humorists that England has produced” (3).  Moreover, Dickens himself 

confesses to his delight in humour.  In a letter to Forster, his close friend and biographer, 

he confesses to having “such a preposterous sense of the ridiculous . . . as to be constantly 

requiring to restrain [him]self from launching into extravagances in the height of [his] 

enjoyment” (30 August 1846, Letters 4:612). Explaining the relationship between 

comedy and his writing, he states in a letter to Edward Bulwer Lytton: “I have such an 

inexpressible enjoyment of what I see in a droll light, that I dare say I pet it as if it were a 

spoilt child” (?28 November 1865, Letters 11:113).
35

 Nor is he alone in enjoying his 

“sense of the ridiculous.” Mamie Dickens, in her short biography of her father, writes of 

his pleasure in hearing his audience roar with laughter during his readings, and also his 

struggle to contain himself:   “And then when they laughed—hundreds of people at  a 

time, and such laughter—it was as much as he could do to keep from laughing too 

himself . . .” (115).  

                                                 

35
 Georgina Hogarth, like her brother-in-law, was a mimic, and enjoyed the foibles of others (Nayder 202; 

Letters: 4: 645). 
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While it is clear that Dickens, like Mr. Sleary, the Circus manager in Hard Times, 

felt that people must be amused, the nature of his humour is ambiguous and provokes 

extreme reactions. Thus James Kincaid states that “the humour derived from Rachael 

Wardle is the harshest and most aggressive in [Pickwick Papers]” (29), while G.K. 

Chesterton writes about the transformational effect of Dickens’s humour on the reader, so 

that the character of Mr. Toots of Dombey and Son “makes us not only like, but love; not 

only love, but reverence this little dunce and cad” (185).  Robert Polhemus in “Dickens’s 

Martin Chuzzlewit: The Comedy of Expression” endeavors to understand this mixture of 

disturbing elements and joyous moments in Dickens’s humour.  He explores the 

disjunction between Dickens’s comic sense and his moral sense and also notes the 

oscillation between comic states.  He calls those moments in the text where Dickens’s 

comedic expression takes us “out of time altogether,” “spots of timelessness.”  In a comic 

moment, time is arrested and “present mirth has present laughter and time becomes the 

time of the performance” (116).  His ideas correspond with those of Henri Bergson, the 

French philosopher writing about humour in the late nineteenth century, who believes 

that “laughter has no greater foe than emotion” (Laughter 63).  Another insight into 

Dickens’s humour is explored in Malcolm Andrews’s recent study, Dickensian Laughter: 

Essays on Dickens and Humour.  He suggests that Dickens is actually offering a new and 

gentler humour in contrast to the biting wit of the eighteenth century.  He chooses the 

character of Sam from The Pickwick Papers as an exemplar of this new humour, 

describing him as “genial, sparky, irreverent, imaginative, playful with bizarre 

metaphors, and yet candidly affectionate—a true original” (21).  That affection is a 

component of humour recalls George Meredith’s ideas given as a lecture in 1877 and 
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published as An Essay on Comedy and the Uses of the Comic Spirit, which suggest that 

love mitigates ridicule.  While he understands the laughter of comedy to be “impersonal” 

and a “humour of the mind,” he also suggests that it is more subjective: comedy is “being 

able to detect the ridicule of them you love, without loving them less: and more by being 

able to see yourself somewhat ridiculous in dear eyes, and accepting the correction their 

image of you proposes” (Essay 47, 42).  The comic elements we perceive in others 

remind us of our own comic potential.  

Dickens’s bachelors and spinsters illustrate both types of humour. The physical 

descriptions of many of the spinsters and bachelors point to those “spots of timelessness” 

where emotion is suspended and laughter ensues; by contrast, the actions and motivations 

of such characters may reveal moments where objectivity is suspended and sympathy 

descends. The humour surrounding unmarried men and women is softened as the 

characters are developed and our sympathy is drawn towards them.   

Those moments where Dickens’s “pets” his jokes occur most often in relation to 

the body. The portraits of many bachelors and spinsters are expressions of eccentricities, 

the textual clues that indicate a character’s ineligibility. Dickens leaves us in no doubt 

that these characters will not be the heroes and heroines. His initial descriptions of his 

unmarried men and women exploit the comic motif of what I term “desiring 

undesirables.” The marriage plot demands the union, most often at the conclusion of the 

novel, between two attractive young people assumed to be generally suited to each other 
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physically and socially.
36

  Physical beauty is a requisite for the fictional Victorian couple. 

The heroine’s abstract appearance draws on an ideal of youth and beauty:  Mary Graham 

in Martin Chuzzlewit has a slight figure that is set off by “all the charms of youth and 

maidenhood” (26), and Pet Meagles  in Little Dorrit is “a lovely girl, with a frank face, 

and wonderful eyes; so large, so soft, so bright, set to such perfection in her kind good 

head “(30). Such abstract diction as “so,” “such perfection,” “charm,” and “pretty and 

pleasant” fosters a picture of an ideal maiden.
37

  Likewise, the eligible suitor becomes the 

ideal man. Martin Chuzzlewit is “young—one-and-twenty, perhaps—and handsome; with 

a keen dark eye, and a quickness of look and manner” (MC 67). Indeed, upon seeing him, 

the bachelor Tom Pinch is “sensible of a great contrast in his own bearing” causing him 

“to feel even more shy than usual” (67). The physical descriptions of characters in the 

novel mark their position within the text. We know that they cannot attain the position of 

hero and heroine if they are deemed ugly or unnatural.
38

   

                                                 

36
 Dickens does address issues of class and marriage especially in Our Mutual Friend. Interestingly, it is the 

bachelor, Twemlow, who is ready to take a liberal stand on this topic (894).  

37
 Earle Davis in The Flint and The Flame notes that the heroines are “sexless, ignorant and faultless”(67), 

and Jeanne Fahnestock explores the way descriptions of heroines gradually progress from abstract qualities 

of beauty to specific facial features through the nineteenth century in “The Heroine of Irregular Features: 

Physiognomy and Conventions of Heroine Description.”  

38
 Kathleen Hickock’s analysis of poetry by women in the nineteenth century concludes that the “ugly” 

spinster was considered pathetic. Despite changing social attitudes towards unmarried women in the 1860s 

and 70s to “respect rather than sympathy,” she notes that these attitudes were not “translated into fiction” 
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The descriptions of bachelors and spinsters highlight all the reasons that they are 

not married—and the greatest “deficiencies” seem to reside in the body, especially when 

the bachelors and spinsters have prominent facial features or are described in terms of the 

other sex. Miss Sally Brass (The Old Curiosity Shop), Betsey Trotwood, Miss Murdstone 

(David Copperfield), and Miss Pross (A Tale of Two Cities) are considered masculine. 

Indeed, Miss Pross is so strong that Mr. Lorry takes her for a man.
39

  Other characters 

have imperfect facial features.  Miss Tox (Dombey and Son) has a nose that is 

“stupendously aquiline” and which has “a little knob in the very centre or key-stone of 

the bridge” (DS 6). According to the physiognomy of the nineteenth century, the “nose is 

not often featured in heroine description” thus the attributes of “energy and firmness” that 

correlate to an acquiline nose would also be assumed to belong to a man (Fahnestock 

344). Miss Tox, unlike Betsey Trotwood or Miss Murdstone, is not registered as 

masculine in any other way, but she does have a huge resource of energy and 

                                                                                                                                                 

(123). In “From Blood to Law,” Helena Michie points out that Smike is excluded from love (133). 

However, Smike is in the position of many other bachelors deemed physically unfit for marriage and he is 

allowed to be a character in love. He has been taken care of by Nicholas, brought into the Nickleby 

household and embraced by their love. He thrives in these conditions to the point where he feels romantic 

love for Ruth.  

39
 That these spinsters are set against a feminine ideal is also confirmed by Robson. She explains that 

“Dickens presents [Miss Pross] as a distortion of the feminine ideal in the novel by ridiculing the oddness 

of her physical appearance and her behavioural eccentricities” (315). That Miss Sally Brass does turn out to 

be a mother is referred to in Chapter Four: “Independent Women.” 
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determination.  That her nose is mentioned at all would likely push her towards the comic 

for many nineteenth-century readers. Furthermore, the contrast of what would be 

considered a masculine nose on a timid spinster would render her all the more ridiculous.  

While Miss Tox is dealing with an all too prominent nose, Fanny Squeers is troubled by a 

severe squint.  Her appearance draws on the traits inherited from both her mother and her 

father: “from the former she inherited a voice of harsh quality, and from the latter a 

remarkable expression of the right eye, something akin to having none at all” (NN 98). 

Generally speaking, that these women have not gained a spouse is judged by society to be 

their own fault. Their “undesirable” traits suggest that they are “wanting” in some way. 

They may not be pretty enough or young enough, or good enough, or conventional 

enough.   

Physical descriptions become textual signals that also mark a bachelor’s 

(in)eligibility for marriage with the heroine.
40

 John Chivery’s chance of happiness with 

Amy has less to do with his social position—an apprentice to the turnkey of the 

Marshalsea—than with his big ears (Little Dorrit). While Kit and Nell in The Old 

Curiosity Shop are childhood friends the fact that he is a  “shock-headed shambling 

awkward lad with an uncommonly wide mouth, very red cheeks, a turned-up nose, and . . 

. the most comical expression of face” (OCS 13) puts any thought of marriage with Nell 

                                                 

40
 Kit in The Old Curiosity Shop does marry his social equal, Barbara, and Toots in Dombey and Son 

marries Susan Nipper, Florence’s maid, but the heroines, Nell and Florence, respectively, are out of their 

reach.  
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out of the question.  In a similar manner, Toots, in Dombey and Son, will never marry 

Florence because “when he began to have whiskers he left off having brains” and because 

he is “possessed of the gruffest of voices and the shrillest of minds” (DS 120). While 

Newman Noggs’s “rubicund nose,” “cadaverous face,” and too-small clothes indicate his 

place in the world as a poor alcoholic in Nicholas Nickleby, it is his “goggle eyes” which 

really seal his bachelor fate (8).  Tom Pinch, of Martin Chuzzlewit, is a figure of fun to 

the Pecksniff daughters who cannot imagine anyone thinking of Tom in a sexual or 

romantic way. This perceived physical undesirability is precisely the characteristic that 

all these characters share. While the girls describe Tom on one occasion as “a monster” 

with “his face all manner of colours, and his eyes as dull as if they had been boiled” (14), 

the omniscient narrator offers a similar description of his lack of eligibility through 

understatement:  Tom is “an ungainly, awkward-looking man, extremely short-sighted 

and prematurely bald.” He has a “clumsy figure. . . a great stoop in his shoulder . . . and a 

ludicrous habit . . . of thrusting his head forward” and “he might have been almost any 

age between sixteen and sixty” (17). Martin (the hero) sees fit to draw attention to Tom’s 

appearance as a joke.  Martin’s initial assessment of Tom, when he describes him to 

Mary, his beloved, is that he is “a poor, strange, simple oddity” (206) and “slow to 

comprehension” (206). Indeed, he has entrusted Tom to do all he can to aid their 

courtship and encourages Mary to put her trust in Tom because she will “feel at once that 

there is no more occasion for any embarrassment or hesitation in talking to him, than if 



 

50 

 

he were an old woman” (207). Martin’s words reflect his emphasis on physical 

appearance, and he dismisses Tom by suggesting he is like an “old woman.”
41

  

Dickens exploits mirth with special emphasis on the spinsters, for the physical 

features of spinsters also become markers of their reproductive (in)abilities.
42

  Thus it is 

not simply that Miss Tox’s nose is too “stupendous,” it is also that she is bony and 

angular—not the figure necessary for bearing children.  Rosa Dartle, Miss Murdstone 

(David Copperfield), and Miss Miggs (Barnaby Rudge), among others, are all sharp and 

angular, and the Miss Chuzzlewits, three spinster sisters, not only are of “gentlemanly 

deportment,” but have “so mortified themselves with tight stays, that their tempers [are] 

reduced to something less than their waists, and sharp lacing [is] expressed in their very 

noses” (MC 50). The surnames of Miss Murdstone and Sally Brass further suggest their 

lack of maternal softness and nurturing abilities. In the character of Miss Tox, Dickens 

indulges in details that hint at her inability to be a mother.  Just as Miss Tox’s “long lean 

figure” lacks a reassuring roundness, her “faded air” suggests she is beyond the age 

                                                 

41
 Martin’s assessment of Tom will be adjusted later in the novel, first when he perceives Tom as a rival, 

and secondly, when he learns to appreciate Tom for his goodness. Furthermore, Dickens draws attention to 

the construction of gender through “masculine” women and “feminine” men (see especially Chapters Four 

and Five).  

42
 Robyn Cooper, in her analysis of the Alexander Walker texts published between 1837-1840, remarks that 

in the nineteenth century the “external beauty of women is not simply an object of optical pleasure but a 

sign of reproductive fitness, of the superiority of her internal functions, and therefore of immense 

significance to human happiness and the progress of the species” (37).  
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where motherhood would even be thought about.  She is compared to a piece of fabric 

that is “washed out,” and, to emphasize her deficiencies, the narrator notes “she seemed 

not to have been made in what linen-drapers call ‘fast colours’ originally” (DS 5). He 

further establishes her unfitness as a wife and mother when Mrs. Pipchin remembers her 

as a “weazen little girl,” and, thus, implies that she is a “weazen” woman (603).
43

  Just in 

case the reader misses these clues, he adds that the locket she wears containing her 

uncle’s photograph is “the barrenest of lockets, representing a fishey old eye, with no 

approach of speculation in it” (6). Not one aspect of Miss Tox’s figure and dress goes 

unnoticed, and all point to her inability to be the second Mrs. Dombey.  In this 

overloading of description, there is a sense that Dickens is thoroughly enjoying himself: 

indeed, he is “petting” those moments. He has certainly made his point that Miss Tox is a 

spinster, but he cannot resist embellishing the symbolism of the locket which conflates 

the spinster’s hopeful desire with a realistic barren future.  

In contrast to such spinsters are heroines like Pet Meagles and Mary Graham, who 

portray a vibrant sexuality. Occasionally the description moves beyond the abstract 

discourse of “beauty” and highlights a physical and sexual body:  Pet’s “round and fresh 

and dimpled” (LD 30) appearance speaks of her ability to reproduce, and Mary’s 

sexuality is revealed through “her dark brown hair” that has “fallen negligently from its 

bonds, and hung upon her neck: for which instance of its waywardness no male observer 

would have had the heart to blame it” (MC 26). Dolly Varden’s little red lips are spoken 

                                                 

43
 The word “weazen” means shrivelled or shrunk (OED). 
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of in a similarly provocative manner (Barnaby Rudge 45,161, 330).
44

  While Dolly, being 

described as coquettish, may be an exception, most of the young heroines are unaware of 

the effect of their appearance on the person watching. In these young women, Dickens 

combines sexual innocence with sexual desirability. His delight in describing the young, 

beautiful, and sexual woman seems to be equal to his fun in illustrating the old, ugly, and 

barren spinster.  

When lack of conventional beauty and supposed lack of fertility are joined to 

aggressive sexual desire, the spinster becomes that much more of a target for ridicule. 

Shortly after Samuel Weller’s father has buried his wife in The Pickwick Papers, he is 

besieged by widows and spinsters alike.  Mr. Weller warns his son about supposedly 

predatory single women: “The breath was scarcely out o’ your poor mother-in-law’s 

body, ven vun old ‘ooman sends me a pot o’ jam, and another a pot o’ jelly, and another 

brews a blessed large jug o’ chamomile-tea, vich she brings in vith her own hands. . . . 

They wos all widders, Sammy, all on ‘em, ‘cept the chamomile-tea vun, as wos a single 

                                                 

44
 The public was so taken by the Dolly Varden character  in the 1870s that an entire industry was woven 

around it. Vanda Foster in “Dolly Varden” (18-24) explores how this came about.  The description of Dolly 

Varden in Barnaby Rudge caught the eye of the painter W.P.Frith, who executed a series of paintings of 

Dolly based on the situations in the book.  Dickens heard about Frith and commissioned a couple of 

pictures (one of Dolly Varden, the other of Kate Nickleby).  On Dickens’s death, the Dolly Varden painting 

was sold at auction for a large sum, and the Dolly Varden line of clothing and accessories began. While 

Foster focuses on the fashion industry, Richard J. Dunn in “In Pursuit of the Dolly Varden” explores the 

other Varden spin-offs such as the Dolly Varden trout, hat, and horse (22-24).   
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young lady o’ fifty-three” (PP 659).  Furthermore, the situation that impels the plot of 

The Pickwick Papers is the dramatic rendering of the convention that “young men, to 

spinster aunts, are as lighted gas to gunpowder” (94).  The most brazen spinster in 

Dickens’s novels is the bony Miss Miggs, servant and companion to Mrs. Varden in 

Barnaby Rudge, who resourcefully creates situations where she can be touched and 

embraced by the man she loves, the apprentice Simon Tappertit, who is in love with the 

daughter of the house, Dolly Varden.  When Miss Miggs notices that Simon has slipped 

away from the house at night, she locks the door, removes the key and plugs the keyhole 

so that he will be forced to engage her assistance.  Waiting, “like some fair ogress who 

[has] set a trap” (82), she refuses to open the door until he speaks to her in loving tones 

calling her “angelic Miggs” and “my darling Miggs” (84).  When she does open the door 

for him, she pretends to faint so that he is forced to carry her upstairs and into her room 

(85).  Later in the novel, in her eagerness to incite Simon’s desire for her, she pants and 

places her hand on her heart.  However, she is unaware that this action causes the 

opposite effect because “her deficiency of outline [is] most apparent under such 

circumstances” (BR 183). The displaying of desire, especially by a spinster deemed 

undesirable, is considered to be socially unacceptable and renders her ridiculous.   

The physical descriptions of Dickens’s bachelors and spinsters are in keeping 

with the writing of the time.  After surveying attitudes towards the spinster in American 

novels from 1851-1935, Deegan concludes that single women were usually objects of 

pity or ridicule, often because they are depicted as being unattractive (105).  Martha 

Vicinus observes:  

the unmarried woman was an important source of humour in music halls  
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and in operettas. Society trained women for one function, marriage, and  

then mocked those who sought this idyllic state after having reached  

maturity. No longer innocent and ignorant, it was obscene and comic in  

performances that a middle-aged woman should still want marriage—or  

that any man would want her. (Suffer xii)   

Nina Auerbach also comments that the spinster in literature takes on the role of the 

“comic grotesque” when she is “forcing her hopeless needs on fastidious men . . .” 

(Woman 111). She also observes that many bachelors portrayed in Victorian literature are 

weak and pathetic. The bachelor is “stunted” and his “only hope of growth” is to be 

found in a family (Woman 144).    

Indeed, Dickens’s physical descriptions of bachelors and spinsters would remind 

his readers of the songs of the music hall which exploit the motif of the desiring 

undesirable.
45

 Dickens was not just aware of comic songs, he was a singer of them. As a 

                                                 

45
 Dickens’s periodicals would often publish songs as well as offer articles about popular songs.  In Volume 

XIX of All the Year Round, the writer offers a short history of “The Songs of the Music Halls,” suggesting 

that the comic songs of the present day are not of the quality of those songs up to 1830.  The earlier songs 

are able to “amuse[] without disgusting.”  Moreover, the writer makes the plea that “nonsense may often be 

witty as well as funny, and convey innocent pleasure, where good sense in a repulsive shape might fail to 

convey either pleasure or instruction”(468).  One of his complaints about the songs after the 1830s is that 

they are “intolerant of sentiment,” and he emphasises that sentiment is not considered to be “unmanly, 

unwomanly, or silly—“(469). Dickens was not only the editor of this periodical, but also a prodigious 
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child, Dickens was coached by his father to “perform comic poems and songs before 

admiring audiences” (Slater, Charles 8). When he was still a young boy, Dickens would 

visit his godfather, Christopher Huffam, and entertain him and his friends with “comic 

recitals and comic songs” (16). Dickens’s uncle, John Barrow, praises Dickens’s singing 

ability of comic songs to a possible employer, John Payne Collier of the Morning 

Chronicle (Slater, Charles 39).As he got older, Dickens did not lose his interest in song 

and would invite friends to join him for an evening “for the purpose of knocking up a 

song or two” (30 July 1832, Letters 1: 7). Other letters also reference songs and singing, 

and Dickens’s delight in comic songs.  He narrates the story of a boating expedition and a 

“prodigious thunderstorm,” that brought out high spirits and song from his son Charley 

and Charley’s friends. Charley sang the verses of a “Booby who was plucked at college,” 

and his friends all chimed in with the chorus. Dickens takes the trouble to write out the 

chorus and his response to it in a letter to Mrs. Richard Watson: “I don’t care a fig what 

the people may think, / But what WILL the Governor say!’ –which was shouted with 

deferential jollity towards myself” (11 July 1851: 6: 427-29).  In 1866 in a letter to Miss 

Mary Dickens, he references the “famous cork leg in the song” which most likely refers 

to the very popular comic song “The Cork Leg” by T. Hudson. In this song, a mean stout 

man breaks his leg by kicking a poor relation and ends up with an amputated leg and a 

cork prosthesis. The cork leg comes to life and metes out justice by refusing to be still. It 

                                                                                                                                                 

contributor. Furthermore, Paul Schlicke in Dickens and Popular Entertainment describes Dickens’s 

knowledge and love of such amusements.  
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leads its owner on a merry dance of death (Letters 11: 188).
46

  Furthermore, Dickens’s 

friend, George Cruikshank, who also illustrated Sketches by Boz, The Mudfog Papers and 

Oliver Twist, together with his brother Robert, illustrated The Universal Songster, a 

collection that offers a long list of comic songs in each of its three volumes.
47

 “The Dogs’ 

Meat Man” is a song found in this volume, and one that Dickens sang.  In a letter inviting 

Richard Bentley to dinner, Dickens proposes a quiet evening, “with a little Music.”  

However, Bentley’s notes describe the evening as a “right merry entertainment; Dickens 

was in force, and on joining the ladies in [the] drawing room, Dickens sang two or three 

                                                 

46
 The Pilgrim Edition of the Letters suggests that the reference might possibly be to “Miss Kilmansegg and 

her Precious Leg,” published in 1841, although it acknowledges that this is “not a song” and that her 

artificial leg was made of gold (11: 188n.).  I think is more likely to refer to “The Cork Leg,” by T. Hudson, 

published  in the 1820s. For more information about Hudson and some of his other songs see Suddaby, 

“Thomas Hudson, The London Poetical –Humorist of Dickens’s Early Life, “and also see  

www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection as well as http://levysheetmusic.mse.jhu.edu/catalog/ 

levy:046.072  for posters illustrating the song and showing a man with his leg stuck out at almost a forty-

five degree angle. Thomas Hudson’s thirteen volumes of songs were collected into one volume and the 

dates given for publication are 1819-32. “The Cork Leg” is referred to on the first page of the first volume 

as a song that may be bought from Mr. Hudson, which suggests that the song was published in 1819 or 

earlier.  

47
 Dickens describes a private dinner that he enjoyed with friends, one of whom was Cruikshank: “George 

Cruikshank was perfectly wild at the reunion; and after singing all manner of maniac songs, wound up the 

entertainment by coming home (six miles) in a little open phaeton of mine, on his head . . . we were very 

jovial, indeed” (31 July 1842, Letters 3: 292).  

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection
http://levysheetmusic.mse.jhu.edu/catalog/
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songs, one the patter song, ‘The Dogs’ Meat Man,’ and gave several successful imitations 

of the most distinguished actors of the day” (28 April 1837, Letters 1: 253, note 2). This 

comic song describes an unmarried woman of fifty-three who is rather taken with the 

meat man.  Since he is in financial difficulties, he encourages her love of him and she 

lends him five pounds.  At the end of the day, she has lost her heart, her money, and the 

“Dogs’ Meat Man” because he has gone back to his wife and seven children (Universal 

Songster 189). Dickens was certainly well in tune with popular comic songs.  

As the song above indicates, the unmarried are easy targets for comedy.  Yet, the 

comic stereotype subverts the role ascribed by social conventions.  The aging woman 

should be living quietly and concerning herself with the welfare of those about her. 

Instead, the comic spinster is audacious in, and vociferous about, her desire. In these 

songs, such as “The Dog’s Meat Man,” the old maid is ready to wed anyone who will 

take her for her fortune.  Another song, “Dr. Anthony Brown,” concerns a Doctor who is 

courting an old maid because his medical practice is not proving very lucrative. Not only 

is the old maid ugly, but she also sports a false arm, a wig, false teeth, and a glass eye. 

However, the doctor is courting “her purse” and he takes her “for better or worse” 

(Encyclopaedia of Comic Songs 484, also The Universal Songster 1: 115).
48

 The “Merry 

                                                 

48
 I chose to look through two song books that had been published before 1830 primarily given that the 

article in All the Year Round, “Songs of the Music Hall” in April 1868 dismisses many of the contemporary 

comic songs. The Encyclopaedia of Comic Songs and The British Minstrel were published in 1820. The 

later volumes, Diprose (1845) and The Universal Songster (1834-38) are of interest because they are 

collecting songs from earlier years and collections that the editors feel people are still singing.  
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Old Maid” at sixty-two is also very happy to use her wealth to woo young suitors with 

the promise that they will probably bury her as well as wed her (Diprose 62). Indeed, it is 

apparently better for a woman to have a husband, even if she has to pay for him:  

OH! I’ll have a husband, ah, marry, 

For why should I longer tarry 

For why should I longer tarry 

Than other brisk girls have done? 

For, if I stay, 

‘Till I grow gray, 

They’ll call me old maid,  

And fusty old jade; 

So I’ll no longer tarry, 

But I’ll have a husband, ah, marry, 

     If money will buy me one. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  

So let me have husbands in plenty; 

I’d rather have twenty times twenty,  

Than die an old maid undone. (Encyclopaedia 363)  

The stigma of becoming an “old maid” is enough to make a young maiden want to marry 

quickly, or have enough money to buy a husband if the need arises. In contrast with the 

young maid who is prepared to conform to society’s expectations, is the old maid who 

flaunts her desires and is unconcerned with society’s response.  
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Nor are bachelors exempt from ridicule.  While age for the bachelor is not such a 

consideration, his general physical appearance and a certain “lack” of mental, social, or 

physical ability put him out of the realm of marriage.  Thus he too is mocked for his 

audacity in having desires when he himself is physically undesirable.  But conversely, the 

desire to remain single is also considered unnatural. The songs exploit the notion that 

bachelors and spinsters are missing something, as they are like watches that do not work:  

“Old maids and old bachelors, both great and small/ Are watches imperfect, and no use at 

all” (Diprose 137). Another song attempts to understand how such an individual comes to 

be. It suggests that a bachelor is born because Nature has left out a little love, and before 

she has a chance to rectify this mistake a “fusty old bachelor” has been created. So 

unnatural is this being that he is described as  

A tree without a branch, 

A buck without a hauck, 

A knife without a fork, 

Bottle without a cork, 

A key without a lock, 

A wig without a block. (British Minstrel 270; also in Universal Songster I: 304)   

“What are old maids made of?” and “What are old bachelors made of?” are two songs 

that also question the essence of the single life.  While the spinster is ridiculed for her 

brazen desire, the bachelor is ridiculed for his lack of sexual desire. Thus, throughout 

these songs, there is a definite call for the bachelor to marry: “Let all single gentlemen 

learn from the pen/ They’d better get married as fast as they can” (Roundelay 180).  Not 

marrying is indicative of selfishness and being mentally unsound: “Bachelors’ lives are 
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void and vain./ Bachelors’ lives are only vanity/ Bachelor fellows are insane/ 

Bachelorship is but insanity” (Universal Songster 286).  

Yet Dickens’s engagement with the stereotype of the bachelor and spinster, and 

his excessive delight in all the extra details that highlight the deficiencies of both sexes in 

his own desire for the never-ending joke, sometimes turns in on itself.  In offering so 

many details for the characters he is having fun with, he actually moves them beyond the 

stereotype.  The very particularizing of the body creates characters that have the potential 

to transcend their initial comic role.  Furthermore, the desires they have, whether for a 

specific individual, or for a single life, also demonstrate a Self that has dreams and makes 

decisions.  In The Pickwick Papers, the force of Rachael Wardle’s desire is such that she 

is prepared to flout societal conventions and family disapproval and elope with the con-

man, Mr. Jingle. The force of Mr. Pickwick’s desire to remain a bachelor lands him in a 

breach of promise suit and jail. In describing the dreams and motivations of these 

characters, the humour moves away from the body. That this humour is now less 

objective reinforces the understanding that we all have the potential to be fools. It 

becomes more subjective and thus in keeping with Meredith’s comic spirit that, as Wylie 

Sypher puts it in his introduction to Meredith’s and Bergson’s work, “chasten[s] us 

without rancour or sanctimony, for under the laugh this spirit exacts from us there is a 

taste of ashes—the ashes of humility, a pessimistic concession that mortals are apt to be 

fools in all sorts of ways, and we too, but for the grace of God” (Sypher  xiv). 

The folly of many characters lies in the gulf between their dreams and realities. 

Bergson offers an explanation for this comedy of misapprehension: “at the root of the 

comic there is a sort of rigidity which compels its victims to keep strictly to one path, to 



 

61 

 

follow it straight along, to shut eyes and refuse to listen” (180).  Dickens’s spinsters and 

bachelors demonstrate how easy it is to ignore contrary evidence. The distorting effects 

of their desire makes them behave like fools. Simon Tappertit’s belief that his eye has 

powers to vanquish the fair sex (BR 43-4) and Fanny Squeers’s acceptance of Nicholas 

Nickleby as her fiancé without his knowledge evince such a distortion (NN 104, 547).   

However, even a fool can be transformed. Dickens demonstrates that the comic 

distance between desire and reality sometimes encourages a character to transcend his/her 

foolishness. Miss Tox does not see that Mr. Dombey is a selfish, cold individual; rather, 

she believes him to be a kind, loving gentleman and perceives his solicitousness towards 

her as suggestive of romantic possibilities. The close proximity she has to him, walking 

arm and arm into the church for the sacrament of Paul Dombey’s baptism, creates in her 

imagination the celebration of the sacrament of marriage: “Miss Tox’s hand trembled as 

she slipped it through Mr. Dombey’s arm, and felt herself escorted up the steps, preceded 

by a cocked hat and a Babylonian collar. It seemed for a moment like that other solemn 

institution. ‘Wilt thou have this man, Lucretia?’” (47). The quickness of Miss Tox’s 

affirmative response in the structure of the text exposes her as pathetic, yet her faithful 

love for Mr. Dombey encourages her to act in such a way that she transcends the 

stereotype and defies societal conventions.
49

  Her steadfast belief that Mr. Dombey is 

better than he is, that he is a gentleman, helps to restore him to himself.  

                                                 

49
 See Chapter Three for a fuller discussion of Miss Tox. 
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The story of the schoolteacher Nathaniel Pipkin, a character in the interpolated 

tale, “The Parish Clerk: A Tale of True Love,” in The Pickwick Papers, reveals a 

bachelor whose dreams push him into greatness. Pipkin, with his “turned-up nose . . . 

turned-in legs” and a “cast in his eye,” has little chance of marrying the very pretty and 

wealthy Maria Lobbs who is physically and socially above him (207).  Yet, when Maria 

pretends to be interested in him to arouse jealousy in the man she loves, he cannot see 

that he is being used.  His love for Maria engenders courage in him as he boldly states his 

intentions to her father, the “fiery old Lobbs” (207). The story ends with two poignant 

documents. One is the parish register revealing Nathaniel Pipkin as a witness to the 

marriage of Maria Lobbs to her cousin. The other is the record of Pipkin’s incarceration 

“in the village cage” on the evening of the aforesaid wedding for “sundry excesses” done 

in a state of “extreme intoxication” (213). Nathaniel does not marry; rather he ironically 

becomes the smoking companion of the fearsome Lobbs—the man he hoped to have as 

his father-in-law.  The genuine love he has for Maria paves the way for a friendship with 

her father, a most unlikely companion on the surface.  

Dickens also examines the complexity of desires and how they distort one’s 

vision.  Fanny Squeers’s desire for Nicholas comes partly in response to his straight legs 

and partly from her need to prove to her friend, ‘Tilda, who has recently become 

engaged, that she, although older, is still desirable. The articulation of her desire—that 

she is practically engaged to Nicholas—renders the dream real to her.  Thus when 

Nicholas dismisses her, she responds with the fury and humiliation of a jilted woman:  

“Her anger, rage, and vexation; the rapid succession of bitter and passionate feelings that 

whirled through her mind, are not to be described. Refused! Refused by a teacher picked 



 

63 

 

up by advertisement at an annual salary” (NN 141). Her extreme response is in keeping 

with the distortions of her understanding. Dickens could have exploited Fanny further for 

comic means; however, her final treatment in the novel is surprisingly sympathetic. Her 

character is hardly one that encourages affection. Indeed, her treatment of Smike should 

cast her out of the readers’ sympathies (NN 142-3).  Yet, John Browdie’s presence 

teaches the reader to respond to Fanny as an individual, and not be vengeful. During the 

students’ rebellion at Dotheboys Hall, John prevents them from harming the Squeers 

family. Moreover, he offers her sympathy and friendship: “. . . ye’ll soofer eneaf wi’out 

any crowin’ fra’ me, . . . if thou need’st friends to help thee awa’ from this place—dinnot 

turn up thy nose, Fanny, thou may’st—thou’lt foind Tilly and I wi’ a thout o’ old times 

aboot us, ready to lend thee a hond” (NN 827). Fanny could have functioned in the novel 

only as a comic character, and she could have been laughed at in her distress as the boys 

of Dotheboys Hall revolt against the Squeers family.  Yet, Dickens restrains the excess of 

ridicule and violence and chooses to end Fanny’s novelistic life with John’s words of 

compassion.
50

  

                                                 

50
 Writing in response to a letter from Master W.H. Hughes, 12 December 1838, who had been “disgusted 

at the ending [of Nicholas Nickleby] because no proper rewards were given to Nicholas and the boys, nor 

punishment to Squeers and family,” Dickens rectifies this matter. The boys are given a feast of “lamb and 

two sheeps” as well as “good ale and porter, and some wine.” Nicholas also receives roast lamb, cold porter 

and three pounds which he shares with his family and Smike. He comments upon the young Hughes’s 

drawing of Fanny as being “very like” especially with respect to the nose and legs, and suggests that this 

will be punishment enough: “She is a nasty disagreeable thing and I know it will make her very cross when 
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In The Pickwick Papers, Jingle’s presence at Dingley Dell creates the comedic 

situations that allow not only Rachael Wardle to be exposed as the “foolish” spinster, but 

also Mr. Tupman as a “foolish” bachelor. Jingle’s own desire for a life with a stable 

income (i.e., Rachael’s “small independence” [94]) together with his adeptness at 

handling people, upsets the blossoming romance between Mr. Tupman and Rachael. 

Jingle preys upon Rachael’s desire for marriage and her desire to triumph over her nieces, 

as well as the trusting natures of both Rachael and Tupman.  Rachael and Tupman’s fear 

that their romance might be found out encourages them to follow Jingle’s suggestions not 

to speak to each other.  Unknown to Rachael, Jingle tells Tupman to pay attention to one 

of the nieces, and he draws Rachael’s attention to Tupman’s apparent faithlessness.  His 

flattery of Rachael together with his youth and decidedly good looks when she is feeling 

rejected by Tupman provides the right conditions for their elopement (94-99). Rachael is 

branded as the comic stereotype, the spinster who desires marriage above all else.   

Mr. Tupman, like Rachael, is also designated a fool.  Out of the four Pickwickians 

he is “the lover,” and his appearance and actions indicate this irony.  He attracts attention 

neither from the younger ladies nor from the servants. When he “linger[s] behind to 

snatch a kiss from Emma,” the maid, he is “rewarded with sundry pushings and 

scratchings” (60-61). His naïveté contrasts with Jingle’s worldliness. He trusts Jingle 

wholeheartedly in his romance with Rachael, offering him “his warmest thanks “ for his 

                                                                                                                                                 

she sees it, and what I say is that I hope it may” (1: 466-467). Dickens demonstrates restraint in Fanny’s 

punishment by not adding to the child’s picture. 
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“disinterested kindness,”  and lends him ten pounds, which Jingle is planning to use for 

his own marriage licence (98). When Mr. Tupman realizes that Rachael and Jingle have 

left, he performs the role of the rejected lover. He behaves as though he is mad, spinning 

“round and round the apartment, in a transport of frenzy” (100). Leaving a rather 

ambiguous note for his friends, Mr. Tupman removes himself from Dingley Dell, for fear 

of incurring the wrath of Rachael’s brother for his own part in awakening Rachael’s 

desires.  When Pickwick, Winkle, and Snodgrass read his note, they fear that he is ready 

to commit suicide. Tupman, however, provides the comic portrait of the lover who is able 

to comfort his heartache with food (124). As sad as he is, he can still eat.  

Both spinster and bachelor fools are, in essence, removed from the novel after this 

episode. However, at the end of the novel we are told that Mr. Tupman takes lodgings in 

Richmond, and that he “walks constantly . . . with a youthful and jaunty air.” Because of 

this, he has received the “admiration of the numerous elderly ladies of single condition,” 

but “he has never proposed again” (718).  His role as “the lover” has transformed into 

“the bachelor.”  In our response to Rachael, it is easy to be led by the ruling of her 

patriarchal brother:  Rachael, at her “time of life . . . ought to know better,” than to run 

away with a “vagabond” (116). However, Dickens also gives an alternate reading to her 

actions, for she is treated with sympathy by the “kind-hearted landlady” who designates 

her brother a “brute” (117). She does, after the elopement scene, move away from 

Dingley Dell to a relation’s house, but this can be interpreted even more as an escape 

than a punishment.  She is removed from the taunts of her young nieces and from the 

overbearing demands of her mother and brother.   While this may be the end of Rachael’s 

appearance in the story of The Pickwick Papers, there is a sense that Rachael’s story 
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might not be quite over.  Living with another relation far away from her family may 

prove to be a less confining life. She may get a room of her own and find a life for herself 

in this “far enough off” place (220), just as Miss Trotwood does in David Copperfield. 

Rachael is no more a fool than her Pickwickian counterparts, or her brother, in their trust 

of Jingle. 

What keeps Dickens’s humour towards bachelors and spinsters in balance is that 

the comedy extends towards other characters.  Even as Dickens pokes fun at the desiring 

spinster and the innocent bachelor, he also parodies the aged selfish parent and the self-

seeking servant, the “fat boy.” They all come under scrutiny.  The humour surrounding 

Rachael “a kissin’” Mr. Tupman is heightened because of Mrs. Wardle’s extreme 

reactions and the fat servant’s salacious enjoyment of the details of the kiss.  The fat boy, 

after witnessing kisses between Rachael and Mr. Tupman, goes to Rachael’s mother, with 

a story that will make her “flesh creep” (93).  Mrs. Wardle’s initial guess is that Mr. 

Tupman must have been kissing a servant or one of her grand-daughters.  The expected 

behavior of a gentleman is to take advantage of the servants or a younger woman, and 

while considered improper, it would be tolerated. That the woman being kissed could be 

her daughter does not even cross her mind.  It is the fat boy (Joe) who must tell her that 

not only was it her daughter being kissed, but that he has seen her “a kissin’ of him agin” 

(94).  The mother is the beginning of a line of querulous parents who wish to disrupt a 

romance if that will mean they will lose the care and support they have grown used to. 

Old Mrs. Wardle angrily voices her dependence on her daughter: “Without my 

permission!—At her time of life . . . Might have waited till I was dead” (94).  The 

mother’s words confirm the social convention that an unmarried woman should be 
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helping others and not desiring romantic love. This kind of a character is satirized again 

in Great Expectations when Clara is unable to marry Herbert Pocket until her demanding 

and ill-tempered father, Bill Barley, dies. The father’s tyranny heightens the forbearance 

of Clara and the loving relationship she shares with Herbert Pocket. Indeed, their 

marriage illustrates one of the few marriages in Dickens’s novels about which one can 

feel optimistic. Mr. Turveydrop in Bleak House is another childish parent who will only 

give his consent for his son to marry if it will enhance the care he receives at home. Mr. 

Turveydrop, Jr., is as trapped as any of his spinster counterparts by parental 

manipulation.  

While Mr. Tupman and Miss Wardle are duped by Mr. Jingle through their sexual 

desires, Mr. Pickwick and his companions, to a certain extent, are taken for fools through 

their sexual innocence. The distance between Mr. Pickwick’s perception and the world’s 

perceptions allow for comedy because of his failure to read social conventions.  The 

adventures of the four Pickwickians—Mr. Snodgrass, Mr. Winkle, Mr. Tupman, and Mr. 

Pickwick—reveal their sexual ignorance. While they are touring England in an effort to 

enlarge their minds and broaden their education, they fail to realize that the world in 

which they live operates according to some basic understandings about sexuality: that 

men should marry and that they should demonstrate interest in the opposite sex.
51

  As 

                                                 

51
 Dickens himself enjoyed holidays with his male friends.  He anticipated “bachelor wanderings” with his 

friends Augustus Egg and Wilkie Collins once he had completed  Bleak House in 1853 (Letters 6: 829, and 

7:163-226). In 1842, he had a holiday with his friends Forster, Stanfield and Maclise (Slater, Charles 205). 
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unmarried men, the four roaming bachelors are viewed as sexual threats in the houses 

they enter. Pickwick senses something of this as he announces to his comrades:  “Is it not 

a wonderful circumstance . . . that we seem destined to enter no man’s house without 

involving him in some degree of trouble? Does it not, I ask, bespeak the indiscretion, or, 

worse than that, the blackness of heart . . . of my followers, that, beneath whatever roof 

they locate, they disturb the peace of mind and happiness of some confiding female?” 

(220). Set against their expected sexual actions, the sexual innocence of Pickwick and his 

companions provides humour. Thus Mr. Winkle, thinking he is being a gracious guest by 

being agreeable to the requests of his hostess, is accused of being a “serpent” and an 

adulterer (214-15).   Winkle certainly finds the “face and figure” of Mrs. Potts to be 

“agreeable” (150), but he is totally oblivious to the implications of his actions and the 

jealousy that he provokes in Mr. Potts. Mr. Pickwick, himself, waving gallantly to Mrs. 

Potts in public, is called an “aged ram,”  “wicked old rascal,” and a “wenerable sinner” 

for having a “vicked old eye” (sic. 156). Such public name-calling reveals a patriarchal 

society that expects men to be sexually promiscuous and potentially dangerous.
52

 Dickens 

                                                 

52
 Dickens’s letters suggest that a bachelor existence might include sexual promiscuity.  He writes to C.C. 

Felton that he has left his wife and children at the “Seaside” and has come to London “as a good profligate, 

graceless bachelor” (1 September 1842,  Letters 3: 316). Indeed, in opposition to the sexually innocent Mr. 

Pickwick is a Dickens who might have picked up a venereal disease on his travels.  He writes to F.C. Beard 

on 25 June 1859 that his “bachelor state has engendered a small malady” (Letters 9: 84). However it is not 

just being single that suggests promiscuity. Dickens played the role of the married and lecherous Sir 

Charles in P.P. O’Callaghan’s The Married Bachelor in April 1833 (Slater, Charles  37, and reference in a 
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uses the image of men as sexual predators to contrast with Pickwick’s asexuality. Thus 

comedy results when the sexually oblivious Pickwick accidentally enters a lady’s 

bedroom in Ipswich (277-80), is set up by Jingle as a “peeping Tom” at a girls’ school 

(203), and is on trial for a breach of promise suit. Yet, as innocent as he is, Pickwick, 

roaming around England with his friends, does indeed often “disturb the peace of mind 

and happiness” of others (220). Humorous as these instances are, they also secure the 

belief that sexuality should be reined in and contained in marriage.
53

   

 Mr. Pickwick’s desire to be single bumps up against society’s expectations for 

marriage. The breach of promise case against him reveals society’s tightly held belief in 

marriage as well as his own obliviousness regarding sexuality and the world.  Humour 

erupts from the collision of these two understandings. Mr. Pickwick’s innocence is 

apparent from the start when we know he has been renting a room from Mrs. Bardell and 

enjoying her housekeeping and culinary skills.  He should know that many “boarders” 

become husbands and that his continued presence in Mrs. Bardell’s house could be 

                                                                                                                                                 

letter to Miss Amelia Austin, ?6 April 1833, Letters I: 18). He also invited Daniel Maclise to join his family 

at Broadstairs, with oblique suggestions that the two (bachelor and married man) could enjoy the 

“conveniences” at Margate (Slater, Charles 144 and Letters 7: 831.)  

53
 The tragic counterpart to these men are such characters as Steerforth, Harthouse and Carker ,who enter 

into houses and intentionally cause distress and ruin for the female characters:  Emily, Louisa, and Edith 

(David Copperfield, Hard Times, and Dombey and Son). 
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construed as tantamount to wooing her.
54

  The breach of promise case rests on the 

moment when Mr. Pickwick has been explaining to Mrs. Bardell that he will be engaging 

a man-servant. The language he uses is obtuse and leads Mrs. Bardell to believe that he is 

proposing a change in their relationship from boarder of two years to husband and wife. 

He speaks to her as he would to a business friend, asking her if it is a “much greater 

expense to keep two people, than to keep one?” (138). When she responds that it depends 

on the type of person, and whether “it’s a saving and careful person,” he looks at her 

“very hard” and states that the person he has in mind “possesses these qualities” (138).  

He fails to notice her blushes, and he is mystified when at the end of the discussion she 

flings her arms around him stating that she will never leave him, and that she does not 

mind if anyone comes in. His friends arrive just as Mrs. Bardell has fainted and Mr. 

Pickwick has caught her. Indeed, the power of societal conventions is such that even his 

friends hardly believe his story that she has fallen into an “extraordinary paroxysm” 

(140). They have to testify to what they have seen, and, desirous of marriage themselves, 

they find it difficult to imagine that what they have seen as an embrace could be 

construed as anything else. Their perceptions are blurred through their own desires.  

Serjeant Buzfuz calls the other Pickwickians as witnesses, albeit unwilling witnesses, to 

testify that Pickwick “was discovered by them holding the plaintiff in his arms, and 

soothing her agitation by his caresses and endearments” (425). Pickwick is subject to the 

                                                 

54
 Dodson and Fogg use this point as evidence against Pickwick. For a full discussion of the trial, see 

Chapter Thirty-four of The Pickwick Papers.  
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jury’s assumption that he is, as a bachelor, in want of a wife, or else is taking advantage 

of Mrs. Bardell.
55

  The suggestion is that if one can afford to marry, it is one’s duty to do 

so. Dickens subverts the societal expectation by allowing Pickwick to remain single, but 

he still extracts humour from the gap between Pickwick’s lack of desire and the 

assumptions of others. 

Dickens’s bachelors and spinsters are, certainly, rooted in comic stereotypes.  In 

understanding this, we can see more readily in the next chapters how they transcend that 

role.  Initially, many of the unmarried men and women are exploited for a laugh because 

of the very incongruity of their state: they are desiring undesirables or undesiring 

desirables.  Tom’s head-thrusting, Miss Tox’s knobby nose, Fanny Squeers’s squint, and 

Miss Pross’s masculine strength all create spots where Dickens probably expected his 

readers to laugh. Yet to laugh at such characters, even if prompted by Dickens’s 

descriptions, is to imitate the laughter of Rachael’s nieces when they find that their 

spinster aunt has received the word “matrimony” in a game (PP 64), or the giddiness of 

the Pecksniff girls at the very notion of Tom being in love, or the offhand comments of 

the immature Martin Chuzzlewit about Tom Pinch.  Just as John Westlock and Martin 

Chuzzlewit grow into an understanding of Tom, so too must the reader seek to 

understand the character behind his/her comic peculiarities. John describes the way he 

saw Martin behave towards Tom:  “I cannot deny the having accustomed myself to 

                                                 

55
 Pickwick, as with some of the other characters discussed in this chapter, also transcends his comic role. 

He is discussed further in Chapter Five: “‘Bacheldores’ and Domestic Virtue.” 
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regard you as one who, not in wantonness but in mere thoughtlessness of character, did 

not sufficiently consider his nature and did not quite treat it as it deserves to be treated. It 

is much easier to slight than to appreciate Tom Pinch” (MC 629).  Furthermore, John 

shares with Martin his own process of maturation: “I grew into the knowledge of Tom . . . 

as I grew towards manhood; and I have learned to love him as something infinitely better 

than myself” (630).  It takes time to appreciate the comic bachelors and spinsters for their 

characters over and above the comedy.  When this happens, affection warms or even stills 

laughter, and it becomes possible to perceive the interesting ways that Dickens’s 

bachelors and spinsters extend our understanding of the world.   

Many of these comic characters defy societal constraints. Most of the bachelors 

who wish to be bachelors remain so, and most of the spinsters who have been desirous 

have not had that desire extinguished.  These are characters who are energetic and active 

and ready to rebel against social conventions. Dickens may, in his physical description of 

these characters, delight in “petting” his jokes, but he does not judge their position in life 

(married or unmarried). Rather he gives the eccentric others—bachelors and spinsters—a 

voice, and thus new possibilities for men and women filter into society. Women may find 

another occupation other than looking after aging parents and nieces and nephews, and 

men may live undisturbed as bachelors. Women may have masculine qualities and men 

may have feminine qualities. The liberating elements of humour are such that Dickens, in 

Bleak House, allows Miss Wisk, affianced to Mr. Quale, and an associate of Mrs. Jellyby, 

to inform Caddy Jellyby’s wedding party that “the idea of woman’s mission lying chiefly 

in the narrow sphere of Home was an outrageous slander on the part of her Tyrant, Man” 

(444-5).  The humour of this statement rests in the knowledge that it is stated by a woman 
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who is engaged, and who is in the house of Mrs. Jellyby, who is condemned for not 

taking care of her home and family. Whatever aspect of Miss Wisk’s statement is laughed 

at, the words still remain, echoing possibilities. George Meredith suggests that comedy 

will flourish in a world where gender equality is encouraged: “where women are on the 

road to an equal footing with men, in attainments and in liberty—in what they have won 

for themselves, and what has been granted them by a fair civilization—there, and only 

waiting to be transplanted from life to the stage, or the novel, or the poem, pure comedy 

flourishes . . .” (32).  
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Chapter Two: Rejection and Revenge 

You’re thinking that people don’t keep up old jealousies for twenty years or so. 

Perhaps not. Not just primitive, brute jealousy. That means a word and a blow. 

But the thing that rankles is hurt vanity. That sticks. Humiliation. And we’ve all 

got a sore spot we don’t like to have touched. . . . Some blighter said hell knew no 

fury like a woman scorned. Stickin’ it on to women, poor devils. Sex is every 

man’s loco spot—you needn’t fidget, you know it’s true—he’ll take a 

disappointment, but not a humiliation. (Sayers 165) 

 

The aspects of desire and love that create the comic stereotypes of such characters 

as Mr. Stryver (A Tale of Two Cities) and Fanny Squeers (Nicholas Nickleby) are 

enlarged in the more tragic stories of characters such as Bradley Headstone (Our Mutual 

Friend), Rosa Dartle (David Copperfield), Miss Havisham (Great Expectations) and Miss 

Wade (Little Dorrit). Nicholas Nickleby has little knowledge that one sighting of his 

“straight legs” by Fanny Squeers casts him in the role of Fanny’s fiancé (NN 101-2).  

Fanny’s revelation of her desire for those straight legs provokes a rather harsh rejection 

of her by Nicholas. While this situation may be amusing because Fanny is an undesirable 

character and Nicholas is a hero, it is nonetheless serious for it draws out themes on 

desire, love, and the self. Desire creates self-awareness within the character. It affirms 

her/his identity as an autonomous self.  Rejection also emphasizes identity. Indeed, it is 

difficult not to take rejection as anything other than a slur against the self. The character 

has allowed him/herself to love, or to hope for love and marriage, and has been rejected 

either directly or indirectly. Such moments of rejection may haunt the rest of the novel 
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for the rejection demands a response, and, depending on the nature of that response, the 

“rejected suitor” plot or “jilted lover” plot may call into question the preeminence of the 

marriage plot.
56

   

The complexities of desire and rejected love are not unique to the nineteenth 

century. Such stories are situated in the ancient genre of “complaint literature.” Helen 

Small notes that this genre had been “popularized in broadside ballads and poems over 

the previous centuries, and stem[s] back variously through chronicle complaint to 

Boccaccio, and through pastoral epic and epistolary laments to Theocritus, Lucian, Virgil 

and Ovid” (6).  Throughout the ages “love sickness” has been taken very seriously as a 

form of illness that may result in madness: “This was one of the most eloquent faces of 

                                                 

56
 Kelly Hager in Dickens and the Rise of Divorce also situates her study of failed marriages against the 

domestic novel of courtship. She wonders how the courtship plot has maintained its high privilege 

throughout the years: “While no one would argue that there are no unhappy marriages in English novels, 

critics of the British novel tend to abstract as a norm a version of union that the texts themselves 

everywhere put in jeopardy. Hence critics as various as E.M. Forster, Leslie Fiedler, and Nancy Armstrong 

(all of whom at times write skeptically about heterosexual union, whatever their differences) have viewed 

marriage as the goal of the domestic novel and have written histories of the novel that take for granted that 

the marriages depicted in the English novel are successful” (13). Hager offers the “failed marriage plot” as 

an alternate way of viewing the novel. She states, “It only takes a slight shift in emphasis, in reading, to 

realize that the domestic novel, for all its allegiance to the courtship plot, also always reveals marriage 

under pressure” (25). While Hager’s “failed marriage plot “ and my “rejected suitor/jilted lover” plot still 

depend to a certain extent on the basic structure of a marriage plot, they offer a new perspective on 

narrative structure.  
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madness, testifying over and over again to women’s truth and men’s falsity, to the mental 

vulnerability of a woman deserted and the callousness of the man who could leave her” 

(6).  This literary tradition is not exclusive to one gender. Small points out that in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth century, women became the central figures of this image, but 

that in the seventeenth century men had the monopoly on “unsatisfied love” as a sickness 

(6). 

Cupid’s bow strikes men and women without prejudice and they are both subject 

to rejection by the beloved. The passion of unrequited love has been analysed according 

to a traditional understanding of human anatomy by Lesel Dawson in Lovesickness and 

Gender in Early Modern English Literature, where she describes the conventional gender 

differences. A male, as a rational being, has his lovesickness diagnosed as melancholy 

and “is capable of converting sickness and sorrow into an elevated understanding of life” 

(Dawson 4). On the other hand, a woman, being associated with the body rather than the 

mind, has her lovesickness associated with a physical “disorder of the womb” (Dawson 

4). Dawson challenges this essentialist argument by observing that lovesickness in men 

and women centres on the self.  Dickens’s lovesick men and women confirm Dawson’s 

thesis. It is precisely this difference between a love that centres on the self and one that 

centres on the other that results in the varied responses to rejection. Dickens’s characters 

are shown to be either elevated through a selfless love or destroyed through jealousy, 

hatred, and selfish desires.  

To discuss emotions such as jealousy and hatred, it is helpful to examine René 

Girard’s theories of desire and rivalry discussed in such works as I See Satan Fall Like 

Lightning and Deceit, Desire and the Novel. Desire is understood to be provoked through 
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the desires of someone else. Intrinsically, this imitative desire is good and seems to be 

equivalent with our “will” which “enables us to escape from the animal realm” (I See 16).  

We need the example of God’s love, his “desire” for us, to understand how to love others. 

Girard also explains the way desire has caused violence and discord throughout our 

histories. He links desire with the tenth commandment, “You shall not covet . . .” 

(Exodus 20:17, 7). When one sees that someone has something, or desires something, 

then one desires it also. Thus mimetic desire leads to a mimetic rivalry which may 

provoke a crisis. Girard understands desire as triangular: two subjects are connected to 

one object. A greater bond lies between the two subjects who desire than between the 

subject and the object desired. For Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Girard’s bond that connects 

rivals is “as intense and potent as the bond that links either of the rivals to the beloved” 

(21).  Girard further distinguishes between internal and external rivalry. If the distance to 

the other person who desires the same thing is too close, this “internal rivalry” creates 

jealousy and hatred. On the other hand, if the distance to the other person is further 

removed, this “external rivalry” may encourage loving actions. Girard further explains 

this by indicating that we are given a choice between “a human or a divine model” to 

imitate (Deceit 58). Imitating a human model will inevitably lead to conflict.  

The characters in Dickens’s novels are given a choice. Given their rejection by the 

beloved, they can respond by choosing either a human model that will result in hatred and 

revenge or a divine model that will encourage love—in short, a selfish or a selfless love. 

The violence that rides just below the surface of individuals who feel threatened in love, 

or whose sense of self has been injured, is explored in Dickens’s fiction through a range 

of characters and progresses from thoughts and wishes to action, and from the comic to 
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the deadly serious. This chapter, then, will first focus on the violence embedded in comic 

situations, and then focus on those men and women who choose a negative and 

destructive response to their rejection. Desire for the beloved is transformed into 

jealousy, anger, and revenge, and the characters often remain imprisoned in hatred. The 

love that has self at the centre leads to the destruction of the self, or a part of the self, or 

the destruction of another. This love results in madness, “death-in-life” existences, 

suicide, attempted murder, and murder.  

Violence stemming from high emotions is deflected by humour in The Pickwick 

Papers. The innocence of the members of the Pickwick Club is maintained, and the 

comedy stems from mistaken identities and mistaken bedrooms.  The potential violence 

of the duel already mentioned between Jingle and Doctor Slammer turns into a comedy of 

mistaken identity, as Doctor Slammer realizes that Mr. Winkle is not Jingle. Violence is 

dismissed and happiness reigns as the doctor is welcomed into the friendly arms of the 

Pickwick Club. Another of Jingle’s victims, Mr. Tupman, thinks of the “satisfaction it 

would afford him to have Jingle’s head at that moment between the feather bed and the 

mattrass” (sic. PP 92). His emotional hurt finds satisfaction in an imagined and comical 

aggression which, while it would not really hurt Jingle, would indicate that Tupman is not 

to be trifled with. Similarly, Peter Magnus is ready to challenge Pickwick to a duel after 

he realizes that Pickwick and his intended have already met and that they refuse to 

explain the way they were introduced. He works himself into a “red-hot scorching 

consuming passion, and . . .  [talks] about what [is] due to his own feelings, and all that 

sort of thing . . . pulling his hair” and “shaking his fist in Mr. Pickwick’s philanthropic 
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countenance” (293). That violence accompanies emotions of jealousy and hatred is not to 

be denied.  

While the violence of potential rivals in The Pickwick Papers is tempered through 

comedy, in Dickens’s other works it is less restrained. The eighteenth century’s method 

of dispatching rivals and saving one’s honour—the duel—takes place again in Barnaby 

Rudge, with rather less of a comic outcome.  The quarrel between Haredale and Chester 

goes back to their school days. Chester taunts Haredale with his failures: “My scapegoat 

and my drudge at school . . . my friend of later days, who could not keep his mistress 

when he had won her, and threw me in her way to carry off the prize; I triumph in the 

present and the past” (BR 241). This provocation initiates the duel; Chester is killed and 

Haredale takes refuge in a monastery.   In Our Mutual Friend, if Eugene were of the 

same social standing as Bradley, they might work out their antagonism through a fist 

fight or a duel.
57

  Instead, Bradley carries out his threats of violence towards Eugene in a 

more underhanded way.  In Dickens’s unfinished novel Edwin Drood, Jasper’s love of 

Rose and consequent hatred of his nephew Edwin Drood  fuels him to act out murder in 

his opium-induced dreams many times before he commits the act in reality (Edwin 

Drood).
58

  Violence at a subconscious level also occurs in David Copperfield. After 

Uriah Heep reveals to David the “pure affection” with which he loves “the ground . . . 

                                                 

57
 Bradley has worked his way up from poverty to lower-middle-class respectability, while Eugene has had 

all the privileges of the upper-middle class—education and a legal profession.  

58
 It is accepted knowledge that Jasper is the murderer of Edwin Drood (Tracy 33).  
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Agnes walks on,” David dreams of maiming Uriah. His dream of “seizing the red-hot 

poker out of the fire, and running him through with it” reveals the depth of his hatred of 

Uriah as well as his own unconscious love of Agnes (371).  

 Dickens’s novels demonstrate the depth of emotion rivals elicit, and how hatred 

and jealousy move easily towards violence. Emotion is directed towards either the rival/ 

perceived rival or towards the subject who is originally desired. The rejection initiates a 

desire to have the self recognized in one way or another because the experience of 

rejection makes a character feel less than human. Linda Shires states this more bluntly: 

“to be estranged or feel dehumanized is for Dickens to be dead” (121).  Seeking to be 

recognized, the rejected individual’s desire may be transformed into other emotions such 

as jealousy and anger which may motivate physical acts of revenge.  The complexity of 

emotion warrants a case-by-case study of some rejected lovers. Those characters who 

direct their hatred towards the once-beloved subject will be analysed first.  

 Mr. Stryver of A Tale of Two Cities and Major Bagstock of Dombey and Son 

demonstrate the humiliation of rejection; both seek to build themselves up by discrediting 

the former beloved. While Mr. Stryver’s story stays within comedic parameters, Major 

Bagstock is rendered as a malevolent character. Mr. Stryver is a pompous bachelor. Once 

he is financially secure he decides that the time has come for him to choose a woman 

who would suit him, and he expects her to find him as attractive as he finds himself. 

Oozing with self-importance, he cannot imagine that he would be rejected. He chooses 

Miss Manette, in the same way that Mr. Dombey chooses Edith, for her appearance and 

social class (Dombey and Son). He explains his rationale of marriage and his methods to 

Sydney Carton: “I feel that it is a pleasant thing for a man to have a home when he feels 
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inclined to go to it (when he doesn’t, he can stay away), and I feel that Miss Manette will 

tell well in any station, and will always do me credit. So I have made up my mind” (TTC 

135). Stryver believes that on the basis of his current prosperity and his likely economic 

advancement, his proposal will be a sure thing. He reluctantly agrees to let Mr. Lorry act 

on his behalf and sound Lucie out in a sensitive manner. Upon hearing that Miss Manette 

is uninterested, Mr. Stryver recalls that he has not actually proposed and that he is not 

certain “that [he] ever should have committed [him]self to that extent” (141). The Miss 

Manette who would do him “credit” now becomes an “empty-headed” giddy and vain 

girl (141). Furthermore, the rejection he has received continues to smart, and he rewrites 

this part of his history so that he becomes the “rejector” rather than the “rejectee.” He 

tells his wife, “a florid widow with property and three boys,” how he avoided marriage 

with Miss Manette, now Mrs. Darnay (204). He is eloquent “on the arts Mrs. Darnay 

[has] once put in practice to ‘catch’ him and on the diamond-cut-diamond arts in himself . 

. . which [have] rendered him ‘not to be caught’” (204). Retelling the story of his 

rejection in this way, he simultaneously shames Lucie and exalts himself as a person 

worthy of being pursued. Yet, because Mr. Stryver’s re-writing of history does not hurt 

Lucie, it remains a comic event and Mr. Stryver becomes the comic object. 

Major Bagstock of Dombey and Son, like Mr. Stryver, also feels humiliated, and 

he seeks to build himself up by debasing the former beloved. However, while his initial 

actions hover on comedy, his continuing desire to humiliate Miss Tox renders him evil.  

Major Bagstock has been “mightily proud of awakening an interest in Miss Tox, and 

[has] tickled his vanity with the fiction that she [is] a splendid woman who [has] her eye 

on him” (71). However, Major Bagstock’s response to Miss Tox is in no way consistent 
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with the few waves and nods they have shared. When he realizes that Miss Tox no longer 

lingers at her curtain to acknowledge his wave, he seeks to discover her new interest.  His 

need to not be “overlooked or slighted by anybody; least of all . . . Miss Tox” initiates his 

close attention to Miss Tox as he fixes his eye on her with the help of his looking glass 

and watches her every move (72). The Major responds to his slighted vanity first by 

scrutinizing Miss Tox to discover her other interest, and then by determinedly thwarting 

her plans. 

 When Major Bagstock realizes that Mr. Dombey is the recipient of Miss Tox’s 

desire, he does not treat him as a rival. The Major acts according to what best suits his 

social interests. Since his friendship with Mr. Dombey is socially beneficial for him, he 

turns his revenge on Miss Tox.
59

 The interest he has initially shown for Miss Tox 

evaporates in his desire to humiliate her and ensure that she does not become Mr. 

Dombey’s wife. In his attempt to regain control after feeling slighted by Miss Tox, he 

defines Miss Tox’s love for Mr. Dombey as calculated greed. He warns Mr. Dombey that 

Miss Tox is a “de-vilish artful and ambitious woman,” and then ironically introduces 

Dombey to the artful Mrs. Skewton and her beautiful daughter, Edith (232).  Nor is the 

Major content with undermining Miss Tox’s chances (remote as they are) at marriage. He 

continues to abuse her through name-calling and accusations. She is a “Lucifer” and a 

“scheming jade,” who has been using her feminine arts to snake her way into the Dombey 
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 John Butt and Kathleen Tillotson in Dickens at Work perceive Miss Tox and Major Bagstock set against 

each other as “honest and dishonest toadies,” respectively (99).  
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household, and, simultaneously, a “ridiculous old spectacle” (230-31). The Major’s 

rhetoric echoes the contemporary feelings toward spinsters as it shifts between a 

discussion of the spinster as “evil,” as something that should be contained, and as 

“ridiculous.” Such a dangerous woman should be squashed. He manages this by sending 

his man-servant to Miss Tox’s with the news of Mr. Dombey’s engagement to Edith. 

Watching her through the looking glass, Major Bagstock delights in her response, as she 

receives the only embrace she will get in the story, in the arms of the Native servant who 

holds her when she faints.  Certainly this is a comic passage and Dickens wishes us to 

delight in the spinster being “embraced” by the Native.
60

 However, the violence of 

Bagstock’s words, his determination to humiliate Miss Tox, and his delight in her 

humiliation are disturbing.   Although they both function as comic characters—Miss Tox 

as the stereotypical spinster
61

 and Major Bagstock as the vain bachelor—the humour 

fades. Indeed, Robert Golding positions Major Bagstock as a 

 personage who is, in a sense, even more frightening than any in that  

line which goes back through Jonas Chuzzlewit, Ned Dennis, Quilp and  

Squeers to Sikes. Pride, sexual vanity and utter selfishness—all fundamental  

to the darker thematic structure of Dombey and Son—are bound up, one with  

the other, in the harsh, apoplectic explosions which govern the syntax of this  

                                                 

60
 The Native is another interesting marginal character. See Rajeswari Sunder Rajan for a further discussion 

of this character as a destabilizing presence. 

61
 Miss Tox’s role, however, changes during the course of the novel, as we will see in the next chapter. 
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mean, cold-hearted, social parasite. (133)  

It is the narrator who compares Bagstock to an “over-fed Mephistopheles” as he leers and 

chokes with “unbounded satisfaction” in witnessing Mr. Dombey’s coldness towards 

Miss Tox (DS 233). The Major’s initial relationship with Miss Tox has centred on 

himself, the delight he has received in sharing hand waves with her, and the potential for 

further romance.  He turns the humiliation of rejection (no longer receiving waves) into a 

desire to hurt her. The Major’s excessive delight in Miss Tox’s misery situates him as a 

devil, gleeful at the results of his destructive energy.  

Removed from the joyous comedy of The Pickwick Papers and the uneasy 

comedy within Dombey and Son, the love relationship that propels the plot of Great 

Expectations is somewhat more sombre as it focuses on the jilted lover and her revenge. 

Miss Havisham, like the Major and Mr. Stryver, wishes to hurt those who have hurt her. 

Unlike the two men, whose victims are innocent, she has actual cause for desiring 

revenge because she has been wronged. She has believed that she is loved, and instead 

she is jilted at the altar, and cheated of her fortune. She realizes that Compeyson’s love 

for her has been false, part of a plot with her brother to gain the wealth of the family 

brewery. Since it is not within her power to punish her lover or her brother, she seeks to 

revenge herself on the entire male “race,” through her adopted daughter, Estella.  

To understand Miss Havisham’s life it is helpful to examine another jilted bride, 

the comic Charity Pecksniff (Martin Chuzzlewit).  The day of Miss Havisham’s wedding 

is given to the reader as a memory. We learn that it is the day the clocks have been 

stopped, the day that the lights have gone out, the day from which the rooms are never to 

be cleaned again. In contrast, Charity Pecksniff’s moment of mortification is rendered in 
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detail, and the reader undergoes her humiliation with her. As unlovable a character as she 

is, her humiliation is granted sympathy. When the bridegroom does not show up, there is 

general consternation, but little care or consolation for the bride (713-15).  The lack of 

family love and support offered to her is clearly shown when she receives the letter.  No 

one comes to her aid as she shrieks and faints:  

They thought as little of Miss Pecksniff, while they greedily perused this  

letter, as if she were the very last person on earth whom it concerned.   

But Miss Pecksniff really had fainted away. The bitterness of her mortification; 

the bitterness of having summoned witnesses, and such witnesses, to  

behold it; the bitterness of knowing that the strong-minded woman and  

the red-nosed daughters towered triumphant in this hour of their anticipated 

overthrow; was too much to be borne. Miss Pecksniff had fainted  

away in earnest.  (MC 715).   

Even for a character such as Miss Pecksniff whom Dickens may see as deserving of such 

ill treatment, the public humiliation of being jilted at the altar is shown to be extreme.  To 

anticipate the role of wife and then to be cast back into the lot of spinster is a symbol of 

utter rejection, and indicative of something clearly wrong with the lady. The groom, 

Augustus Moddle, depicts Miss Pecksniff as a cruel monster, and his only means of 

survival is by staying away and refusing to “be taken alive” (714).  Miss Pecksniff’s 

mortification becomes her own fault, and she fades into the final pages of Martin 

Chuzzlewit. During the grand summary, she becomes merely an adjunct to her unworthy 

father:  “a drunken, squalid, begging-letter-writing man, called Pecksniff: with a shrewish 

daughter: . . .” (715). However, while the punctuation in the text marks her as marginal, 
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the final illustration is devoted to her plight.
62

 While most of the company is enjoying the 

letter from Augustus Moddle, Miss Pecksniff is off to the left supported by a male 

relative, and there is one elderly female relative who seems to be moving to comfort her. 

The illustration is a little more sympathetic than the text, and the shrewish 

characterization of Miss Pecksniff is somewhat subdued by the traumatic rendering of her 

wedding day. 

 Such a scene furthers our understanding of Miss Havisham and her circumstances 

in Great Expectations.  While Augustus Moddle jilts Miss Pecksniff because he feels 

trapped by her and really loves her sister, Miss Havisham is unknowingly being used by 

her brother and lover.  She is the one being tricked. She believes that she is loved by 

Compeyson and discovers, when she is jilted, that, not only does he love her money and 

not her, but that he has deliberately humiliated her.  Furthermore, Miss Havisham is held 

responsible for her situation, for she has disregarded Mr. Pocket’s advice not to marry 

Compeyson. 

 While Miss Havisham’s romantic history would be well known throughout her 

social circles, it is surprisingly not part of the mythology that surrounds her in the village. 

Her name is known for “miles around” because she is the daughter of the owner of the 

brewery that would have employed many of the villagers. Indeed, she is known through 

                                                 

62
 The Oxford World’s Classics edition does not include all the illustrations by “Phiz,” Hablot Knight 

Browne, which accompanied the serialized novel.  The last illustration is “the Nuptials of Miss Pecksniff 

receive a Temporary Check.”  See David Perdue’s web page “Martin Chuzzlewit Illustrations.” 



 

87 

 

her social and economic status as an “immensely rich and grim lady who live[s] in a large 

and dismal house barricaded against robbers, and who [leads] a life of seclusion” (GE 

47). The village also seems unaware of her madness and of the child she is raising. Mr. 

Pumblechook and Mrs. Joe, in their desires for a possible monetary or social benefit for 

themselves, interpret her eccentric desire for a boy to “go and play” as a request from a 

beneficent being (47).  

 Miss Havisham, then, is revealed to the reader first through the eyes of the 

villagers and then through Pip. And Pip, notwithstanding the strangeness of his first 

encounter with Miss Havisham, also continues to regard her as a benign eccentric. While 

he observes Miss Havisham’s unusual appearance and behavior, he is too young and 

naïve to articulate this as madness.  She is at first the “strangest lady [he has] ever seen” 

(52).  He describes the dark house and the room that is set for a wedding and filled with 

dust and cobwebs. He likens her to a living waxwork and a skeleton with “dark eyes that 

moved and looked at [him]” (53).  Miss Havisham is a “death in life” figure.  She is 

decaying in the same manner as the material objects around her: “I saw that the bride 

within the bridal dress had withered like the dress, and like the flowers, and had no 

brightness left but the brightness of her sunken eyes. I saw that the dress had been put 

upon the rounded figure of a young woman, and that the figure upon which it now hung 

loose, had shrunk to skin and bone” (52).  Pip also notices that one shoe on the dressing 

table has never been worn, and that the silk stocking on the shoeless foot has “been 
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trodden ragged” (55).
63

  The corpse imagery is highlighted when Pip thinks he sees the 

figure of Miss Havisham hanging by the neck from a beam in the brewery (58).  

While Miss Havisham, to others, appears as a corpse, she sees herself as a bride, 

not a spinster.  In keeping the room decorated for the wedding, and wearing her wedding 

dress, she registers her pain in the material objects around her. The stopped clocks 

register the moment of her humiliation.  And in the torn dress and shoe and stocking, she 

quite literally wears her pain.  As Hilary Schor puts it, Miss Havisham has “turned her 

body into its own sign” (174). Her dramatization of her heartbreak is a constant reminder 

to herself and others that she has been a victim.
64

 All the trappings of the wedding attest 

to her knowledge that she has known what it is to love and be rejected. 

 The reader and Pip slowly learn Miss Havisham’s history together.  Miss 

Havisham offers bits of her history to Pip, which he attempts to understand. On his first 

visit she explains that her heart is broken and that she has not “seen the sun since [he 

was] born” (53).  And, according to Pip, these words are uttered with a weird smile that 

has a “kind of boast in it” (53).  Pip functions to give Miss Havisham a voice.  However, 

the reader must fight Pip’s desire to accept Miss Havisham as a fairy godmother—to see 

                                                 

63
 Manheim explains the sexual significance of the shoe: “Let her never put her foot into that other shoe; let 

the moment of sexual consummation never come…” (199). 

64
 Helen Small suggests that Miss Havisham “insists on the equivalence of physical and emotional damage” 

and thus “ all her energy goes into maintaining the physical evidence of her pain, preserving her own image 

and the wedding scene around her at just that level of decay where the form remains recognizable” (Small 

214).  
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her as just slightly eccentric.
65

  It is Herbert Pocket who describes to Pip the day of Miss 

Havisham’s wedding and explains that the bridegroom, Compeyson, has been in league 

with Miss Havisham’s half-brother.
66

  He relates how she was ill for many months after 

the jilting, that she lives in darkness, and that now she is raising Estella to wreak revenge 

on all men. The novel becomes propelled by Miss Havisham’s expectations—her 

blighted expectations with respect to love and marriage, and her great expectations for 

vengeance on the male sex through the figure of Estella. 

What stops Miss Havisham from dying, thereby following the actions of her 

ancient sisters of the complaint literature such as Dido, is Estella.
67

 She explains to Pip 

that after her long illness, she has asked Mr. Jaggers to find a “little girl” for her “to rear 

and love, and save from [her] fate” (366). Initially she only wishes to raise a strong 

woman unsusceptible to the charms of men, and thus save Estella from a “misery like 

[her] own” (365). Her experience of love encourages her to define love as a curse, from 

which she desires to shield Estella.  Love is “blind devotion, unquestioning self-

humiliation, utter submission, trust and belief against yourself and against the whole 

                                                 

65
 In contrast to Pip, Herbert Pocket, brought up on the stories of Miss Havisham and her situation, fears her 

and has no interest at all in Estella because he is aware of Miss Havisham’s desire for revenge. Estella’s 

beauty holds nothing for Herbert who pays heed to what he has heard (GE 161-62). 

66
 This is confirmed by Provis: “Him [Arthur, Miss Havisham’s half-brother] and Compeyson had been in a 

bad thing with a rich lady some years afore, and they’d made a pot of money by it” (GE 318).  

67
 Dido is abandoned by Aeneas, and she commits suicide atop a funeral pyre. See Book IV of Virgil’s 

Aeneid (Mandelbaum). 
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world, giving up your whole heart and soul to the smiter” (219). However, as Estella 

grows, Miss Havisham realizes how beautiful she is and that, through her, she has the 

ability to revenge herself.  Herbert Pocket describes Estella as one who is “hard and 

haughty and capricious to the last degree, and has been brought up by Miss Havisham to 

wreak vengeance on all the male sex” (161).  Miss Havisham actively encourages Estella 

to break men’s hearts, first through her beauty and second through her capriciousness—

encouraging men only to scorn them.  At the same time she wants to ensure that what has 

happened to her will not happen to others, especially Estella (365-6). Estella is thus 

taught not to give in to her emotions, but rather to function as if she does not have a heart 

at all (331). Miss Havisham blames her own lack of perspicacity regarding Compeyson 

on her too-trusting, too-loving heart.  Miss Havisham teaches Estella that the heart and 

emotions—culturally feminine domains—must be denied, for they create vulnerable 

women.  Thus she takes it as her job to raise a child immune to emotional pain. 

 Miss Havisham’s revenge and her subsequent self-destruction come through an 

acceptance of what Girard would call a human model.
68

 In the madness of her resolve to 

change what she feels it means to be a woman—that is, vulnerable—Miss Havisham 

accepts a “Compeyson” world of greed and selfish desires over the desires of the heart.  

When she says her heart is broken, she understands that she is “dead.” She reasons, from 

                                                 

68
 Girard indicates that such emotions as revenge and hatred have been imitated from another human 

model. His theory posits a role model that is divine and one that is human. When we follow a human 

model, we have turned away from a potential for goodness (I See 14). 
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her experiences with her lover and brother, that she is viewed only materially.  She is no 

longer human for she has been reduced to a commodity. She believes that she must 

accept such a philosophy of life in order to be strong, so since it is her heart that has 

allowed her to be swindled and humiliated, she teaches Estella to live a life devoid of 

emotion: a “Compeyson” life.    

Paradoxically, she adopts this material philosophy in order to reveal to men their 

hearts. She wants men to fall in love with Estella, and be spurned by her, so that they may 

feel what she feels and suffer as she has suffered. She blames her heartache on being a 

woman and thus too focused on her emotions. She seeks to redress this societal flaw by 

teaching Estella to be heartless and hard, in order to teach men that they too have hearts 

that can be broken.  If she can achieve this, then she will see that the love she has had for 

Compeyson, and that has made her so vulnerable, has not been in vain.  She wishes to 

demonstrate that human relationships must be about more than money. However, in her 

desire to make men feel hurt and pain, she loses the capacity to feel and cannot teach true 

lessons of the heart. Her desire for revenge cannot produce a fruitful result. The hatred 

which impels her revenge results in her own destruction, as well as in sadness for Estella 

and Pip.  

Miss Havisham’s actions thus stem from her new identity as “heartbroken.” Her 

first words to Pip are not that she has been cheated, but that her heart is broken, and in 

having a broken heart, she becomes less than human. In that role Miss Havisham 

becomes a force to contend with.  She believes everyone thinks of her only as a material 

being, a being with money. Thus, the wealth that has inspired greed in her half-brother 

and Compeyson, she now uses to keep her relatives under her power. She is aware of 
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their desire, and manipulates them. (Herbert’s father, Matthew Pocket, refuses to be part 

of this manipulative drama.)  In her belief that she is only a symbol of her material 

wealth, she reduces those around her to commodities. Pip’s presence in the house further 

demonstrates this.  He is a boy for Estella to practise her charms on.
69

  Pip’s tears on his 

first visit to Satis House please Estella and Miss Havisham, confirming that Estella has 

mastered her lessons. Miss Havisham knows that Pip is under the delusion that she is his 

benefactor and she enjoys this false knowledge, refusing to tell Pip that she is not.  She 

keeps silent for she knows this will also upset her relatives. She also enjoys knowing that 

her relatives believe Pip to be her beneficiary.  

Miss Havisham’s Compeyson-philosophy crumbles when she is confronted with a 

“looking-glass” reflection of her own suffering in the person of Pip. Her desire to create a 

human heart in men succeeds in re-awakening her own heart. Pip’s passionate words of 

love to Estella echo her own words of long ago, providing her with a validation of her 

suffering. They fulfill her need to be recognized as a human being with a broken heart—

not just a maiden relative with lots of money and a romantic past. And in understanding 

that her feelings at the time have been validated—that she could love someone who does 

not return love—she is able to recognize that her actions since then have been  “mad” and 

                                                 

69
 Raphael suggests that “the tragedy of her [Miss Havisham’s] life is not that Compeyson failed to show up 

at the altar; it is not even that he and her step-brother had plotted against her—it is that she fails to 

understand the system that works against her. . . . in other words, she acts on the belief that it is only 

through dehumanizing and often brutal deceit and abuse that desire can be satisfied ” (410). However, I 

believe that Miss Havisham accepts a Compeyson system where humans are regarded as material objects.  
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wrong. Estella’s words to Pip and to her mother confirm the destructive consequences of 

Miss Havisham’s revenge.  Estella explains that she cannot speak of love because she 

does not know love, and she refuses to accept responsibility for the way she is. Like 

Victor Frankenstein’s monster, she is as she has been formed.  Estella articulates her lack 

of understanding regarding love to Pip: “When you say you love me, I know what you 

mean, as a form of words; but nothing more.  You address nothing in my breast, you 

touch nothing there.”  The “nature formed” within Estella does not know love (331). 

Estella’s words awaken Miss Havisham to the damage she has brought upon Estella and 

on Pip, and on herself.   

 It is when Miss Havisham recognizes Pip’s pain to be the same as hers that she is 

brought out of the madness of the material world. Her desire for vengeance is halted as 

she realizes that she has been selfish in her obsession with revenge and that she needs 

forgiveness. With this new understanding she is able to recognize her prior actions as 

madness. She asks Pip’s forgiveness, and she needs this forgiveness to be tangible, not 

simply verbal. She asks that he “take the pencil and write under [her] name, ‘I forgive 

her!’” (368-69). She also wishes to make recompense to Pip and grants him anything he 

wishes. He demonstrates his own growing wisdom of the heart by asking for her help not 

for himself, but to set Herbert Pocket up in business. This is a project he has begun, but 

no longer has the funds for because of his squandering of wealth and his discovery of his 

real benefactor.  Pip’s compassionate response to Miss Havisham, emphasizing his own 

need for forgiveness, provides Miss Havisham with the space to express her sorrow. The 

fire that results in her death becomes a cleansing fire that liberates her from her world of 

madness and revenge. Satis House, which has been shrouded in darkness for so long, is 
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now a blaze of light.  The “ugly” material things, the “heap of rottenness,” are consumed 

in the fire. The light of the fire symbolizes Miss Havisham’s renewal. Swathed in white 

cotton up to her throat, she dies as a bride, someone who has known love.  

 Great Expectations demonstrates the suffering that grows out of a desire for 

revenge. It also shows the dangers of a world view that refuses to see individuals as more 

than their material worth. Indeed, Miss Havisham’s body and house symbolize the 

fragility of possessions. Eventually both will decay and rot and be consumed by mice 

and/or fire. Hilary Schor notes that Miss Havisham’s neglect of her father’s house, Satis 

House, makes “a mockery of the idea that ‘whoever had this house, could want nothing 

else’” (GE 51, Schor 165).  Dickens, in the person of Miss Havisham and in her home, 

prophesies the death of the soul when it is only conceived of in a material sense. The self 

must have validation outside of the material world.  

The hatred of the rejected characters discussed so far has been concentrated on the 

once-beloved, or, in the case of Miss Havisham, on all men as representative of her 

scheming lover. Other characters instead address their hatred and revenge toward a rival: 

Rosa Dartle (David Copperfield) and Bradley Headstone (Our Mutual Friend).  Rosa is 

similar to Miss Havisham for she also loves an individual who, although he has not 

swindled her, since she has no money, has certainly toyed with her. However, her 

dependent situation in the family, and her desire to take revenge on her rival, rather than 

on her lover Steerforth, reveal an interesting variation on the rejected lover’s trajectory. 

 Rosa’s lack of financial security and family place her in a vulnerable position.  As 

an orphan, she becomes part of the Steerforth household through the charity of her 

relatives and will earn her keep as the companion to Mrs. Steerforth.   Her connection to 
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the family is shown to be tenuous as she is only “some kind of cousin” on the paternal 

side—and Mr. Steerforth  is dead.  Although not rich by Steerforth’s standards, she does 

have “a couple of thousand pounds” of her own (DC 287). One would think that with the 

Steerforth family connections, and her dowry, she is certainly marriageable. David 

describes her as being “not agreeable to look at,” yet still having “some appearance of 

good looks” (284).  The ambiguity of her appearance is suggestive not only of her 

personality, but also her vulnerable and dependent social position. 

 Rosa’s character and her relationship with the family is filtered through the 

sexually naïve eyes of David Copperfield. He is vitally aware of a passionate emotional 

being without understanding her relationship to Steerforth and her jealousy of other 

women, as well as of himself. Thus he sees her as a person who has “wished to be 

married,” and is, instead, “dilapidated—like a house—with having been so long to let” 

(285).
70

 The description of Rosa as dilapidated cruelly signals her unwed state, 

underscoring the conventional assumption that she needs to be married.  That her body is 

a dilapidated home illustrates the way she has been used and discarded by Steerforth. 

While David misses the cues that indicate the complex feelings she has for Steerforth, he 

is aware of her as a woman of passion.  Her connection with nature (fire, animals, water 

creatures), reveals her as a sexually aware woman, whom David and Steerforth find 

dangerous. David attributes her thinness to “the effect of some wasting fire within her, 

which [finds] a vent in her gaunt eyes” (285).  And he can hear the pent-up emotion in 
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 Miss Wade in Little Dorrit is also described as living in a “dead sort of house” (642). 
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her voice and fingers when she plays the harp: “It was as if it had never been written, or 

set to music, but sprung out of passion within her; which found imperfect utterance in the 

low sounds of her voice, and crouched again when all was still” (423). David is 

somewhat fearful of Rosa, and, in his mind, her music connects her with a world apart 

from our own:  “I don’t know what it was, in her touch or voice, that made that song the 

most unearthly I have ever heard in my life, or can imagine. There was something fearful 

in the reality of it” (423). David links Rosa with a siren whose beautiful songs of love 

would mesmerize sailors and lead them to their deaths.
71

  He is subconsciously aware of 

her sexuality and also of her anger towards Steerforth.  The idea of her as a dangerous 

sexual being is enhanced by the animal imagery. Her “piercing” eyes betray her passion 

and her jealousy as they have a “lynx-like scrutiny” and a “hungry luster” (418-19).   

 While Rosa’s implied sexual experiences with Steerforth grant her a claim on 

him, she directs her anger towards those other women who, she believes, distract 

Steerforth from her.   We know that at one time she has been regarded by Steerforth as 

“an angel” (423) and that now he has abandoned her.  Rosa’s hands are described as fine 

porcelain, and thus, by extension she is compared to a china doll (420). However, the scar 

                                                 

71
 Ulysses’s men, in Book Twelve of Homer’s The Odyssey, escape from the Sirens by plugging their ears 

with wax, and Ulysses himself asks his men to bind him fast to the mast so he can hear the music but not be 

overcome by it (Fitzgerald). Although Steerforth dies by drowning, it is Steerforth who ruins Rosa.  
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on her face becomes the crack that reveals she is no longer pristine, that she is damaged.
72

 

While Miss Havisham reveals the pain of her broken heart in her clothes, Rosa carries the 

scar on her lip as testimony of her relationship with Steerforth. She has had, and believes 

she still has, the potential to be an “angel of the house” for Steerforth. Even as she is 

faced with his other loves, currently Emily, she refuses to give him up. She believes that 

her love is pure and that it could change Steerforth: it will remain steadfast even when 

Steerforth goes astray.  Trapped in her dependent position she has nowhere to go and 

nothing to do but nurse her conflicting emotions of love, hatred, and jealousy. While 

Steerforth regards her as “dangerous” and states that she takes “everything, herself 

included to a grindstone and sharpen[s] it” (424), her hatred is directed at Steerforth’s 

other women and at his mother.  

 Rosa’s dangerous and sharp quality lies in her tongue. While she is often at the 

mercy of David’s objectifying scrutiny, her conversation is presented to the reader 

objectively. Her speech protects her from any objectification by David, Steerforth, or 

Mrs. Steerforth. Each day, especially at meal times, Rosa’s manner of speech, seemingly 

hesitant yet subtly brash, becomes her means of embarrassing Steerforth. She is able to 

bring private matters out into the open and make them public.
73

   The “lynx-like scrutiny” 

                                                 

72
 O’Farrell situates Rosa’s scar in the context of nineteenth-century views on blushing. She notes that “the 

blush is a site of anxiety for Dickens (about class, about women, about the body, and about significatory 

excess), and his substitution of the scar for the blush is an attempt to substitute fixity for instability” (82).  

73
 Waters sees Rosa’s conversation as “oblique and evasive . . . full of questions, leading remarks and 

unfinished sentences” and reads this as a “sign of her marginalization as an orphan, raised merely to be a 
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of her eyes is embedded in her speech as she uses words to ferret out information about 

Steerforth’s latest intrigues.  Like Uriah Heep, she uses her subservient position in the 

house to gain information, through a false humility.  She prefaces her remarks with a 

statement that almost forces the hearer to answer her:  “I always want to be informed, 

when I am ignorant,” and “I always like to be put right when I am wrong” (DC 419).   

Her lack of clear speech and her unfinished sentences allow her to gain information.  

When she is not desiring information from or about Steerforth, she uses her words as 

weapons against Steerforth’s world—his mother and his lovers.  

 In her fury with Mrs. Steerforth and Emily, her tongue becomes a sharp-edged 

sword that, as Steerforth has stated, she has taken to a grindstone and sharpened (424).  

When she does find Emily, her feelings toward her erupt in brutal language. She treats 

Emily as the instigator of Steerforth’s sexual indiscretions, and believes that she should 

be “whipped” and “branded on the face” (459). She is even ready to do this herself, and 

indeed, the tongue-lashing she gives Emily is tantamount to a beating. 
74

 The barrage of 

                                                                                                                                                 

female companion, and as the victim of male sexual violence” (“Gender” 131). I read her speech as being a 

purposeful method of seeking out information.  

74
 David Copperfield has been accused of enjoying this word-beating. However, in allowing Rosa to speak, 

Dickens cements in the readers’ minds the knowledge of Rosa’s relationship with Steerforth. Rosa’s verbal 

abuse reveals more about her than it does of Emily or David. She is playing the part of a wife—acting out 

her claim on Steerforth. It is interesting to note also that Mrs. Clennam in Little Dorrit avenges herself by 

verbally attacking her husband’s  lover (Chapter 30). Her vindictive and implacable belief that she is 

appointed by God to deal with this sinfulness, and her lack of forgiveness and refusal to honor a certain 
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words she fires against Mrs. Steerforth also works in this way, as she blames the mother 

for her son’s actions. Her speech indicates her claim on Steerforth and she uses her scar 

as evidence of their relationship: 

Look here . . . at your dead child’s handiwork! . . . Do you remember when he 

did this? . . . Do you remember when, in his inheritance of your nature, and in  

your pampering of his pride and passion, he did this, and disfigured me  

for life? Look at me, marked until I die with his high displeasure; and moan  

and groan for what you made him! . . .When he was freshest and truest, he  

loved me . . . I descended . . . into a doll, a trifle for the occupation of an idle  

hour, to be dropped, and taken up, and trifled with, as the inconstant humour  

took him. . . .We fell away from one another without a word. . . . Since then I  

have been a mere disfigured piece of furniture between you both; having no eyes,  

no ears, no feelings, no remembrances.  (779-781)  

Rosa does not hold back her story of having been loved and left.  Furthermore, she 

blames Mrs. Steerforth for not encouraging her son to marry her when they were 

younger. The first words she utters to Mrs. Steerforth when they hear of Steerforth’s 

death are to ask if her “pride [is] appeased?” (779). She is aware that Mrs. Steerforth has 

wished for someone more worthy for her son.  Her anger and resentment lie in Mrs. 

Steerforth’s failure to acknowledge Rosa’s claim on Steerforth.  In the same way that 

                                                                                                                                                 

restitution towards the young girl, create the nub of Little Dorrit’s plot. The destructive energies of her 

response to her own sense of abandonment and hurt are far-reaching.  
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Miss Havisham has been reduced to an object, so has Rosa.  While Miss Havisham is 

“money,” Rosa is a “mere disfigured piece of furniture.”  In the lack of acknowledgement 

of her relationship with Steerforth, she has been rendered a nonentity—“no eyes, no ears, 

no feelings, no remembrances” (781). Steerforth’s death offers no relief to Rosa from this 

object status. 

 Rosa’s desire to hurt others through her words demonstrates her pain. It is also 

important to note that she has not always been like this. O’Farrell highlights Mrs. 

Steerforth’s “injunction” to Rosa “to recall and to reproduce her former self,” one that is 

more trusting and open (89). Yet hatred and a desire for revenge change people’s natures. 

To have been loved, and then been cast off by Steerforth as a piece of furniture, changes 

who she is. Unlike Miss Havisham, who finally breaks free of her prison of hatred, Rosa 

is trapped in a prison of anger.  Miss Havisham’s triumph over revenge occurs when her 

suffering has been validated by Pip, when she recognizes that she is not alone in the pain 

of a broken heart. From there, she understands how her desire for revenge has been 

destructive. Confined by her dependent position, the best validation Rosa could receive 

would be from Steerforth himself for she is unable to be a sympathetic “sister” to Emily 

who has suffered the same abandonment.  Unlike Emily, who has a father in Mr. 

Peggotty, a friend like Martha, and a new beginning in Australia, Rosa is confined to 

looking after Steerforth’s mother and memorializing her love for Steerforth.  The two 

women “wear their time away, from year to year,” arguing over whose love is the 

greatest for Steerforth (DC 853).  

Just as Rosa is consumed with her rival Emily, so is Bradley Headstone consumed 

with Eugene Wrayburn in Our Mutual Friend.  However, while Emily remains in 
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ignorance of this hatred (until she is confronted by Rosa), Eugene mocks Bradley’s 

desires.  The competing desires of the two men result in the near death of the former, and 

the suicide of the latter. Even though Bradley has been rejected by Lizzie, he places 

himself in the position of suitor to her, and thus rival to Eugene. Eugene, on the other 

hand, pursues Lizzie even though she has hidden herself away from his potential 

seduction because of the social differences between them. She is a working-class girl, the 

daughter of Jesse Hexam, scavenger of the waters, while Eugene comes from wealth and 

family. Furthermore, Eugene disregards the notion of Bradley as a rival.  At first, 

Bradley’s passion for Lizzie and her obvious interest in Eugene appear to create a drama 

based on Darwin’s theory of natural selection wherein the “fittest” survive and rule.
75

 

Indeed, Armstrong notes that in many nineteenth-century novels “individual competition” 

was seen as “an essential component of modern masculinity” (98). Yet even that chief 

defender of natural selection, Thomas Huxley, believed that there is a point in society 

when ethical considerations take precedence over and above the cosmic process of 

survival of the fittest. For Huxley, “social progress means a checking of the cosmic 

process at every step and the substitution for it of another, which may be called the 

ethical process; the end of which is not the survival of those who may happen to be the 

                                                 

75
 Darwin’s theory of natural selection, On the Origin of Species, was published in 1859.  Fulweiler notes 

that “Our Mutual Friend is saturated with the motifs of Darwinian biology in order to display, ultimately, 

their inadequacy. . . . the novel transcends and opposes both the Malthusian and the Darwinian constructs in 

order to project a teleological and designed evolution in the human world toward a moral community of 

responsible men and women” (Dismal Swamp 55-6).  
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fittest, in respect of the whole of the conditions which obtain, but of those who are 

ethically the best” (81). Huxley describes further the need to replace “ruthless self-

assertion” with “self-restraint,” as well as “competitors” with “fellows.” Life is no longer 

about the survival of the fittest, but “the fitting of as many as possible to survive” (82). 

Our Mutual Friend demonstrates the violence and destruction that follow when Eugene 

and Bradley view themselves as competitors, as rivals, and not as “fellows.” Neither one 

has progressed to a state where he is guided by self-restraint.  

Desire itself is shown to be outside of reason and competition. Eugene and 

Bradley both fall in love with the beautiful Lizzie and not because the other has. Bradley 

explains his passion for Lizzie as being out of his control. He tries to fight against his 

desire for her and blames Lizzie for creating such a desire within him. Rationally, he 

feels he should be choosing a wife on economic merits: a teacher like Miss Peecher, so 

they could eventually open a school together. That Miss Peecher finds him attractive 

makes this option viable. However, even when he is aware that Lizzie finds him 

repulsive, he still forges ahead with his proposal (394-400). Bradley’s actual proposal to 

Lizzie is reminiscent of Mr. Darcy’s proposal to Elizabeth Bennet. Bradley proposes 

against his “better judgment” to Lizzie who, by simply being Lizzie, has impelled him to 

behave in this irrational way.
76

  Mr. Darcy does propose a second time after his love has 

matured and he realizes the selfish arrogance of his first proposal. In contrast, Lizzie’s 

                                                 

76
 Gindele also notes this connection (299, n. 13).  
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avoidance of Bradley, as well as the awareness of a rival, sends the schoolmaster on an 

irrational, emotional path.  

Eugene, the rival, is also caught up with desire for Lizzie, encouraged by his 

active scrutiny of her. At his first visit to her house Lizzie notes that he “looked hard” at 

her (27). Later Eugene, waiting on the riverbank for Gaffer, positions himself so he can 

look through the window and see her sitting by the fire (163-64).  He refuses to tell his 

friend, Mortimer Lightwood, that he is watching her and later walks all night alone with 

his thoughts (177). Like James Harthouse of Hard Times and James Steerforth of David 

Copperfield, Eugene is a man bored with his existence. As a new member of the legal 

profession with no clients, he can get by because of the small annuity he receives from 

his father. Even though he knows he is in debt, and should work, he does not make much 

effort in that regard. Rather he puts all his effort into trying to find Lizzie after she hides.  

While desire may be irrational, Dickens points to the choices we have to govern 

that desire. Mortimer’s three questions to Eugene regarding his interest in Lizzie should 

be a moral check for his friend: “What is to come of it? What are you doing? Where are 

you going”? (295). However, Eugene refuses to answer them; he only knows that he 

wants to be with her. His disregard of those moral questions indicates both his willful 

lack of control over his desire and Lizzie’s danger of becoming a fallen woman like 

Emily or Martha (David Copperfield). Furthermore, his efforts to find Lizzie cause the 

death of Jenny’s father. He wheedles Lizzie’s secret abode out of Jenny’s father after 
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plying him with drink, and then callously leaves him to fatally cross the road by himself.  

Less overtly violent, he is still, like Bradley, governed by his emotions.
77

   

Bradley’s existence is fueled by his passion for Lizzie and by his desire to be 

acknowledged by Eugene. Their initial encounter reveals the men’s personalities and the 

tension that springs up between them.
78

 When the two meet they have an instinctive 

antipathy towards one another. Bradley, leaving Lizzie, passes by a gentleman “holding 

                                                 

77
 Dickens in David Copperfield dramatizes the necessity for suitability “of mind and purpose” in marriage 

and the folly of following an initial desire or “mistaken impulse of an undisciplined heart” (DC 647). While 

Bradley Headstone shows no desire for Miss Peecher, he is also blind to the lack of regard that Lizzie has 

for him. She is certainly shown to be a desirable woman for all her moral as well as physical attributes, but 

she is also, most obviously, not a “match” for Headstone. Dickens questions such issues as desire, love, and 

marriage from various angles.  

78
 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick reads the rivalry between Eugene and Bradley through a Girardian lens, 

focusing especially on the strong erotic bond between them. That Bradley’s actions are impelled by Eugene 

is certainly the case. However, Eugene does not see him as a legitimate rival, and thus they are not equals 

in this rivalry, making the bond that links them a little tenuous. There is another player that also loosens the 

triangular bonds. The depth of Mortimer’s friendship with Eugene is such that Mortimer wishes he could 

die in Eugene’s place (OMF 738).  Stepping aside from the issue of rivalry, Gindele, in a Freudian reading, 

finds that within the characters of Bradley, Eugene, and Lizzie, Dickens is presenting “three models of 

desire. . . . Bradley represents the model of lack; Eugene’s desire begins by the exercise of power; and 

Lizzie’s desire is imaginative . . .” (285). However, understanding Bradley as a “model of lack,” means that 

we are reading him through Eugene’s eyes.  While Bradley knows he lacks the education and sauvity of 

Eugene, he wants desperately to be acknowledged as an individual person—as Bradley, not as a non-

Eugene, or as a “schoolmaster.”   
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possession of twice as much pavement as another would have claimed,” whom Charley 

recognizes as Eugene (229). Whereas Bradley has rather frightened Lizzie with his 

blatant desire for her, Eugene is able to conceal his desire. Initially, Lizzie has refused 

lessons from the gentleman because of “some vain misgiving that he sought her out,” but 

after listening to the honest presentation of himself, she feels that she has read him 

incorrectly. She is taken in by his “passing appearance of earnestness, complete 

conviction, injured resentment of suspicion, generous and unselfish interest” (236). Later, 

his “appearance of openness, trustfulness, unsuspecting generosity in his words and 

manner” wins Lizzie over (237-38). Charley, Lizzie’s brother, does have legitimate 

concerns about Eugene’s calling on his sister. However, when Charley and Bradley 

confront Eugene about paying for Lizzie’s education, they set in place the rivalry 

between Bradley and Eugene. Eugene and Bradley stare at each other, Eugene giving 

Bradley a “cruel look, in its cold disdain of him, as a creature of no worth.” 
79

 Bradley 

also responds with a cruel look, “though of the different kind, that it had a raging jealousy 

and fiery wrath in it” (288). Eugene’s cruelty is apparent as his mocking words are 

compared to a dagger (293). Eugene’s ridicule acknowledges Bradley’s unrequited desire 

for Lizzie and his own refusal to recognize him as a rival. Rosemarie Bodenheimer sees 
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 Rosemarie Bodenheimer examines the “power of the eye” between males in Our Mutual Friend as well 

as other novels. She states: “Dickens’s novels deepened into studies of fascination, in which connections 

between male characters are eroticized by anxieties about class status, power, and masculinity that are 

projected outward into identification and rivalry with ‘another man’” (268). 
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the rivals as fascinated with the other, for the other offers them “transformational 

possibilities”. She states that they “are enthralled with—and by—the other men they 

might have been but for their pride, their shame, their class position, their age, or their 

need for respectability” (275). However, another way of approaching this rivalry, at least 

in the case of Bradley, is that rather than being aware of his “mulitiplicity,” he is aware of 

being nothing in the eyes of his rival. It is not that he wishes to be a Eugene. He might 

express his desire to have his “coolness,” but much more than that, he wishes to be 

recognized as an individual.  

Treated as a being of “no worth,” Bradley seeks to make Eugene aware of him. 

While Eugene’s words create images of violence, Bradley, lacking the eloquence of a 

more educated class and having a mechanical intellect (217), is ready to literalize those 

words and use physical violence as a means of asserting himself. For an individual such 

as Bradley, who has pulled himself up from a “pauper lad” to the ranks of lower middle-

class respectability as a schoolteacher, that Eugene will not acknowledge him is not to be 

borne .
80

 Eugene refuses to use Bradley’s name, for it “cannot concern” him, and refers to 

him only as “Schoolmaster” (290, 292). Bradley is frustrated in his attempts to assert 

himself against his social superior. Always class-conscious, Bradley is unable to see that 

                                                 

80
 There is a parallel between Bradley Headstone and Uriah Heep (David Copperfield). Both have worked 

hard, but Headstone’s upward mobility is squashed through physical violence, and Uriah’s is squashed by 

his moral inferiority as he cheats his way into Mr. Wickfield’s legal practice. Uriah too has a great need to 

be recognized by David.  
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Eugene is an unsuccessful solicitor, a man, like Mortimer, adrift in an attitude of 

“lassitude and indifference” (285). Rather he can only perceive his own deficiencies of 

self-control: “Oh, what a misfortune is mine . . . that I cannot so control myself as to 

appear a stronger creature than this, when a man who has not felt in all his life what I 

have felt in a day can so command himself!” (292). His physical body betrays his intense 

emotions—perspiration beads his face, his hands move about wildly “as if he could have 

torn himself,” and he shakes (292). Unable to control his feelings, he seems, as Eugene 

puts it, “rather too passionate for a good schoolmaster” (292). Such statements belittle the 

position Bradley has achieved through hard work.  The physical pain he causes himself 

when he hits his hand against the stone reflects the emotional pain he suffers. Gindele 

notes that “he must always find a physical outlet such as wrenching an object because his 

mental strain is so great” (285). And if he does not have an object, his very body betrays 

him with its perspiration and “quivering lips” (OMF 288). Bradley, then, is not simply 

jealous of Eugene as a rival for Lizzie’s affections; he is jealous of Eugene’s self-control, 

his aloofness, his sense of superiority, and his social standing.
81

  J. Hillis Miller describes 

                                                 

81
 Miller notes that “the furor of jealousy comes from a desire to know what in principle can never be 

known.”  He defines the “rage of jealousy” as “wrath born of the impossibility of knowing the other’s 

other” which “may stir up dark depths of otherness within my own selfhood and bring me to destroy 

myself” (“Topography” 226, 228). However, while Bradley Headstone wishes that he could have some of 

the characteristics of Eugene Wrayburn, he wants to be acknowledged more than anything else—and this 

he does not receive. So his jealousy is intermingled not with the desire to know Wrayburn, but to be known 

by him, accepted by him.  
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how jealousy robs an individual of the sense of self. He explores these two men’s 

relationship using the abstract initials of BH and EW to reinforce “the universality of this 

pattern and to suggest that anyone who is trapped within its irresistible force loses his or 

her independent selfhood. Such a person becomes a mere node in a pattern of irresistible 

and potentially lethal affective forces” (“Topography” 225). Eugene’s refusal to 

recognize Bradley as a person encourages Bradley’s jealousy, which further robs him of 

his self and leads to violence. Since Bradley cannot compete on a verbal level with 

Eugene, a physical attack seems the only way to dominate and silence his mockery. 

While Bradley perceives Eugene as having control, Eugene actually has little 

sense of the consequences of his actions. He acts according to his desires. Knowing that 

Bradley is stalking him in the hopes of finding Lizzie, Eugene takes great delight in 

“goad[ing] the schoolmaster to madness” (542).  Each night he sends him on a chase and 

soon Bradley starts to look “like the hunted, and not the hunter, baffled, worn, with the 

exhaustion of deferred hope and consuming hate and anger in his face, white-lipped, 

wild-eyed, draggle-haired, seamed with jealousy and anger, and torturing himself with 

the conviction that he showed it all and they [Mortimer and Eugene] exulted in it” (544). 

In trying so desperately to be acknowledged as an individual, Bradley ironically renders 

himself a ghost, a bodiless face of emotions: he becomes hatred and jealousy. Even in 

these night-time walks, Eugene refuses to acknowledge Bradley to his face. He looks past 

and through him. Eugene ignores Mortimer’s concerns about his actions. Mortimer tries 

to encourage Eugene to think about Bradley as a person. He himself has trouble sleeping 

when he recalls “the fellow’s face,” but somehow Eugene sleeps easily (545). Eugene’s 

conscience seems nonexistent, and he ignores Mortimer’s attempts to ignite it. His 
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actions are motivated by pleasure—his delight in “goading” the schoolmaster and his 

desire to be with Lizzie—and he has little regard for the individuals involved—even 

Lizzie. Eugene has not even had the empathy to consider how his actions in seeking 

Lizzie might affect her reputation. It is she who must speak plainly to him about the ways 

of the world, and about how she would hope he would act towards her: “Think of me as 

belonging to another station, and quite cut off from you in honour. Remember that I have 

no protector near me, unless I have one in your noble heart. Respect my good name. If 

you feel towards me, in one particular, as you might if I was a lady, give me the full 

claims of a lady upon your generous behaviour. I am removed from you and your family 

by being a working girl” (693). When Eugene is confronted by this speech he is still slow 

to understand. His ego has not led him to consider others and their situations in life. He 

questions, “Have I injured you so much?” (693). Lizzie has kept away from Eugene 

because she is attracted to him. He, unsure of what he wishes to do, has pursued her 

without thinking of how he may be ruining her reputation. Even as they leave each other 

that night, he has not completely decided whether he wishes to marry her. He does not 

wish to associate the pleasure of love with responsibility.  

Eugene’s failure to recognize the humanity of others means that he has little 

understanding that his pleasure-seeking will result in such serious consequences from 
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Bradley’s madness. Bradley, on the other hand, justifies his desire to murder Eugene 

through his role as rival:
82

  

This man perfectly comprehended that he hated his rival with his strongest  

and worst forces, and that if he tracked him to Lizzie Hexham, his so doing  

would never serve himself with her, or serve her. All his pains were taken to the  

end that he might incense himself with the sight of the detested figure in her  

company and favour, in her place of concealment. And he knew as well what act  

of his would follow, if he did, as he knew that his mother had borne him. (546)  

The reference to his mother establishes his humanity, but this is precisely what Eugene 

fails to recognize. Thus an act of physical violence must force Eugene to confront his 

physical body—they will be two bodies in mortal combat. Bradley knows that he will kill 

Eugene if he, Bradley, finds Eugene with Lizzie (546). Dickens pens the portrait of a man 

who slowly loses all control. Bradley knows that his heart is “murderous” and he 

“irritate[s] it”, breaking “loose at night like an ill-tamed wild animal” (546). Bradley’s 

desire to murder diminishes his humanity. During one of the night “hunts,” he appears to 

Eugene and Mortimer “like a haggard head suspended in the air” (544). Bradley is linked 

with an uncivilized world of wild animals and bodiless heads. That Bradley’s school-

                                                 

82
 J. Hillis Miller writes of the “autonomously working mechanism of jealousy” that encourages Headstone 

to read everything around him through his jealous perception (“Topography” 227). Similar to Rosa Dartle, 

who is unable to view the world outside her skewed vision, Bradley is caught up in jealousy.  However, 

Eugene encourages Bradley’s jealousy and exacerbates it.  
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teacher clothes do not fit him so well as the waterman’s clothes also indicates his 

movement away from reason, self-control, and civilization (631). He is returning to the 

world of his childhood where “survival of the fittest” is the reigning principle. The traces 

of this world remain upon him: “Yet there was enough of what was animal, and of what 

was fiery (though smouldering), still visible in him, to suggest that if young Bradley 

Headstone, when a pauper lad, had chanced to be told off for the sea, he would not have 

been the last man in a ship’s crew. Regarding that origin of his, he was proud, moody, 

and sullen, desiring it to be forgotten” (218). Bradley’s descent into his passions leads 

him back to the self, and childhood, that he would rather forget.   

The irony of the situation is that in his foiled attempt to murder, he is still not 

acknowledged by Eugene. Eugene refuses to place charges for fear that the story in the 

hands of the press would injure Lizzie’s reputation (738).
83

 Thus, Bradley’s final 

degradation is that he is not prosecuted for his attack on Eugene, and that his attack 

precipitates Eugene’s union with Lizzie. He has truly become a Nobody. He is not even 

allowed to be named as a rival. His love of Lizzie is not acknowledged, nor is his hatred 

of Eugene.  He would “far rather have been seized for his murder than he would have 

read that passage, knowing himself spared, and knowing why” (792). On reading this 

news Bradley has a complete fit. His physical body is unable to deal with the extent of his 

                                                 

83
 A further irony is that Eugene does say Bradley’s name, but not to Bradley.  In his desire for Mortimer to 

keep the attack quiet, he states emphatically three times: “It was not the schoolmaster, Bradley Headstone” 

(OMF 738).  
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fury, and this “horrible condition [brings] on other fits” (792).  As a “nobody” he has 

even lost control of his physical self. He is left knowing himself to be a “miserable fool” 

(791). His actions have not encouraged humanity in Eugene; instead, they have brought 

about his own destruction.  

Moreover, the knowledge that he is a fool intensifies, for his precautions against 

being accused of Eugene’s murder have failed. Riderhood has seen through Bradley’s 

feeble plot of trying to frame him for the act. Riderhood’s threats to expose Bradley, and 

“squeeze” him “dry” of all he has, provokes Bradley to kill Riderhood and himself 

together. Riderhood has not just threatened Bradley, but also Miss Peecher, for 

Riderhood is aware of her love for the schoolmaster (800). In a gesture that invites the 

reader’s sympathy, Bradley leaves Miss Peecher his watch and guard before going out to 

confront Riderhood (795-6). Just as in the night-time walks, all that is seen of Bradley is 

his head. It is as if he is already disembodied. His reason and his emotions are completely 

disconnected.  

Dickens provides a place for the rejected to let their stories be heard, and he 

sympathetically offers understanding for their situations. However, he also shows that 

their choices exacerbate their suffering. While the need to be acknowledged as a person is 

crucial in these stories, he demonstrates how hatred and jealousy prevent that very 

acknowledgement. Indeed, these negative emotions build a wall around the heart and lead 

to the destruction of the self, and of others.  Furthermore, while he explores the power of 

physical attraction, he also posits the necessity for both men and women to control 

desires and emotions. A selfish pursuit of desire allows one to ignore or deny the 

humanity of those around one. In the following chapter, I discuss how Dickens counters 
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these tragic stories with rejected men and women who are able to transform their 

suffering into positive outcomes.  
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Chapter Three: Rejection and Renewal 

Remembering all my means of happiness, I hardly dare to call this 

  lurking something a sorrow; but whatever name it may justly bear, I 

  thank Heaven that it renders me more sensible of affection and  

  attachment, and softens me in fifty ways.  (MC 656) 

 

Unsatisfied desire, for Dickens, is not necessarily a negative and destructive 

emotion. While the rejected spinsters and bachelors in the previous chapter choose to be 

controlled by their desire and its offshoots of jealousy and hatred, there are other rejected 

spinsters and bachelors who experience growth of character and from this are able to 

transform the world around them. Some of these characters know that there is no hope in 

pleading their cause, for their beloveds have already given their hearts to others, while 

others are rejected face to face.  Certainly, none of these characters has been swindled 

and cheated in the way that Rosa Dartle and Miss Havisham have been. However, they 

demonstrate a love that has grown out of desire but is subject to self-control.  Their own 

interests are subordinated to their beloved’s happiness.  In performing unselfish acts and 

choosing to follow what Girard would call a divine model, they subvert the conventional 

gender roles of Victorian society. Bachelors and spinsters are both self-sacrificing, a 

characteristic generally reserved for women, and both must utilize self-control, a 

characteristic generally reserved for men. While some mention will be made of other 

characters, the primary characters to be analysed are Miss Tox (Dombey and Son), John 

Chivery (Little Dorrit), Sydney Carton (A Tale of Two Cities), and Tom Pinch (Martin 

Chuzzlewit).  
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Miss Tox (Dombey and Son) has already been introduced as a comic character; 

however, she transcends this comic portrait as her love inspires her first to recognize 

herself and then to move beyond herself to help others. Nor are her ambitions great. She 

deals with the small world she has been given. Far removed from both the contemporary 

real-life heroism of a Florence Nightingale and the energetic and perspicacious fictional 

spinster Marian Halcombe, who becomes the “only true hero in [Wilkie Collins’s] 

romance of ‘men and women’” (Auerbach, Woman 143), she is an unassuming, 

unattractive spinster who desires nothing more than the unrealistic goal of being married 

to Mr. Dombey.  While Miss Tox is not rejected directly, she does believe that she might 

have a chance to become Mrs. Dombey. When Mr. Dombey marries someone else, Miss 

Tox retains her love for him. Her desire for Mr. Dombey energizes her and encourages 

her to a life of independence beyond that expected of a Victorian lady. Her actions may, 

indeed, be considered eccentric, but they are acknowledged and suggest other 

possibilities available to women.
84

  

                                                 

84
 John Butt and Kathleen Tillotson in Dickens at Work indicate the marginal aspect of Miss Tox as she is 

sacrificed for the restrictions of space. The deleted conversation with Mrs Chick and the Miss Tox’s party 

would have illustrated “Miss Tox’s claims on Mr. Dombey’s serious consideration” (97).  The party would 

have introduced her uncle, the Magistrate, and Major Bagstock to Mr. Dombey (98), and would have 

provided evidence for Dickens’s note in his number plans that Miss Tox is a “toady, in so far as Mr. 

Dombey is concerned” (DS 743), albeit an “honest toady” (underline in original).  Without this party, Miss 

Tox is identified not so much by “toadiness,” but rather by her love for Mr. Dombey, her “honesty.” 
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 As we have already noted, Miss Tox is described as a spinster. However, what 

should also be highlighted is that she has spent her life not in pursuit of a husband, but in 

looking after her aging family.  Now, as an orphan, Miss Tox is single and independent.  

She does not need a husband for her economic maintenance. However, in contrast with 

the confident spinster defined by Mary Daly in Gyn/ecology: The Metaethics of Radical 

Feminism, who has “chosen her Self, who defines her Self, by choice, neither in relation 

to children nor to men, who is Self-identified” (3), timid Miss Tox has not chosen her 

maiden state. Rather, she desperately desires to be a wife and mother. Ironically it is this 

desire, the very quality that is used to render her ridiculous, that enables her to realize her 

self, and thus she too has the potential to become a “whirling dervish” (Daly 3) and 

threaten not only the structures of Victorian gender, but also the structures of class.  

The very desire for a husband, the desire to construct a blissful hearth, 

paradoxically creates in women an awareness of self. Usually this self is short-lived and 

carries little threat to the ideal self-less woman for it is subsumed by the object desired. 

Florence Dombey’s absorption by her fiancé, Walter, portrays this reinforcement of male 

dominance. She tells him, “I am nothing any more, that is not you. I have no earthly hope 

any more, that is not you. I have nothing dear to me any more, that is not you” (DS 662). 

While she does speak, thereby asserting herself, the language of love negates the self.
 85

  

                                                 

85
 Camille Colatosti also discusses this paradox. She notes that “Dickens inadvertently reveals a paradox 

embedded within Victorian notions of ‘true womanliness’: it is impossible for a speaker, no matter how 
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However, the feelings of unrequited desire make one, perhaps more deeply, aware of the 

self. Paradoxically, the unquenched desire to subsume one’s identity into that of a male 

actually affirms the woman’s identity as an autonomous self. Though desire might drive a 

woman to negate herself, the continued force of this desire underlines the existence of an 

independent will. 

The comedy surrounding Miss Tox also indicates her independence. Miss Tox’s 

“dark little house” is situated in the “dullest of No-Thoroughfares,” which is named 

“Princess’s Place,” and where there is also a “Princess’s Chapel” and “The Princess’s 

Arms” (DS 70). The confining nature of such a street, together with the choice set of 

names surrounding Miss Tox’s abode, simultaneously mocks her aspirations for a Prince 

and reveals her determinedly hopeful spirit.   She is a woman who desires, and maintains 

her self, and threatens a society where women are to be selfless. Miss Tox’s mode of 

dress even asserts a certain independence of spirit:  

 Miss Tox’s dress, though perfectly genteel and good, had a certain character  

of angularity and scantiness. She was accustomed to wear odd weedy little  

flowers in her bonnets and caps. Strange grasses were sometimes perceived  

in her hair; and it was observed by the curious, of all her collars, frills, tuckers, 

wristbands, and other gossamer articles—indeed of everything she wore which  

had two ends to be intended to unite—that the two ends were never on good  

                                                                                                                                                 

incoherent her language, to appear, or for that matter to be, completely selfless. To speak is to posit oneself, 

even if only temporarily, as a subject, as a distinct identity” (9).   
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terms, and wouldn’t quite meet without a struggle. (6) 

She is certainly not as conventional as she could be. Moreover, that she is not so neatly 

put together also suggests a latent sexuality that will manifest itself in her desire to be Mr. 

Dombey’s wife. Miss Tox reveals a unique self that is unconcerned about the rigorous 

sartorial demands of society. 

 Once Miss Tox starts falling in love with Mr. Dombey, she becomes especially 

energized. This “new” self is manifested in her home and her appearance. The Major, 

interested in Miss Tox himself, notices it: “an air of greater smartness had recently come 

over Miss Tox’s house . . . a new cage with gilded wires had been provided for the 

ancient little canary bird . . . divers ornaments, cut out of coloured card-boards and paper, 

seemed to decorate the chimney-piece and tables . . . a plant or two had suddenly sprung 

up in the windows . . . Miss Tox occasionally practised on the harpsichord . . .” (72-3). 

Miss Tox is practising, decorating, creating, and cleaning. She is improving her house 

and herself for her intended. The Major also notes that she is dressing with “uncommon 

care and elegance” (73). In contrast to the earlier description which illustrated her lack of 

convention, she appears thoroughly conventional. Paradoxically, as she is finding herself, 

she is also in danger of losing herself. The disappearance of her “loose ends” suggests 

that, like Florence, she may lose herself in the desired object.  

With Miss Tox’s renewed energy, however, comes a certain boldness and 

independence. As she finds herself more and more a part of the Dombey household she 

takes on the roles of wife and mother. Unlike Edith, Mr. Dombey’s second wife, whose 

pride refuses to allow her to act as somebody’s property, Miss Tox embraces a 

subservient position and performs the role of ideal wife. The key difference between the 
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two women is that Miss Tox is not in the desired position of wife, and thus she is actively 

doing all she can to secure it. Edith, on the other hand, has not desired marriage. Rather, 

she has been bought on the marriage market and is expected to perform a certain role 

against which she rebels.  The two women are set against each other, for while Edith later 

rebels against the domination of her husband and is therefore chastised by Mr. Dombey 

for not receiving his friends “with a  little more deference” (436), Miss Tox, in her 

“invincible determination” to be submissive, proves herself the perfect hostess. She 

demonstrates her tact and skill with others, bringing the Toodles “out dexterously” and 

gently reminding Mr. Dombey of the embarrassing display of Captain Cuttle’s treasures. 

Miss Tox comes alive in this role. Where before Miss Tox would rarely speak unless 

spoken to and would hide in the presence of Mr. Dombey, the position of surrogate wife 

makes her bold. She uses her very soft voice and euphemisms to deal with this social 

crisis, and she is rewarded with Mr. Dombey’s praise for her “discretion” (113).  

 Similarly, Miss Tox’s appropriation of the position of mother reveals an 

independent self, albeit “contained” through her devotion to Paul and, to a lesser extent, 

Florence. Her devotion to the infant Dombey is apparent from the beginning as she 

disregards her usual pattern of following Mrs. Chick’s lead and finds the perfect wet 

nurse for him in Polly Toodle. Nor does her devotion falter. Major  Bagstock watches her 

not only play with Paul, but also tend to all his physical needs: “the perseverance with 

which she nursed it herself, and fed it, and played with it, and froze its young blood with 

airs upon the harpsichord; was extraordinary” (73). Her keen and helpful interest in Paul 

is also noted by Mr. Dombey, who rewards what he calls these “insignificant trifles” by 

making her Paul’s godmother. Therefore, although she attains this status because of her 
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“insignificance,” she is recognized (if not by Mr. Dombey, then by the text) as a mother 

figure.  

 Nor does Paul’s death terminate this development of Miss Tox. Consistent with a 

society that places men over women (Mr. Dombey’s values), Miss Tox has initially, but 

not intentionally, excluded Florence. However, after Paul’s death, Miss Tox not only 

realizes her presence but empathizes with her pain. Florence’s sorrow at the death of her 

brother and her desire to help her father touches Miss Tox’s “tender nature”: “For the 

moment she forgot the majesty of Mrs. Chick, and patting Florence hastily on the cheek, 

turned aside and suffered the tears to gush from her eyes, without waiting for a lead from 

that wise matron” (205). Florence’s status as daughter of Dombey rather than a Son of 

Dombey, as a nobody, rather than a “somebody,” means that any mothering, any 

attention, must be conducted in private. After Florence has gone to bed, Miss Tox sneaks 

upstairs: “Miss Tox, on a faint pretence of looking for the mislaid handkerchief, went up-

stairs after her; and tried in a few stolen minutes to comfort her, in spite of great 

discouragement from Susan Nipper. For Miss Nipper, in her burning zeal, disparaged 

Miss Tox as a crocodile; yet her sympathy seemed genuine, and had at least the vantage-

ground of disinterestedness . . .” (207). Miss Tox, while performing the role of mother, 

gains the courage to brave the formidable Nipper and Mrs. Chick in her concern for 

Florence.  

That Miss Tox can so easily and skillfully adopt the roles of wife and mother 

renders her spinsterhood all the more frustrating and increases her desire for these 

positions. Ingham also notices Miss Tox’s ability to nurture and perceives it as sincere 

(Dickens 116). As a temporary wife and mother, Miss Tox’s desire—and self—is 
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certainly contained. Although she becomes animated through her desire, and capable in 

her roles, she affirms the listening, supportive, spousal position. Indeed, apart from her 

disagreeable spinsterish figure, she is portrayed as an ideal woman. However, Miss Tox’s 

growing desire to be not just a wife and mother, but specifically Mr. Dombey’s wife and 

mother to his children, increases her awareness of self and increases her danger to 

society.  

 Miss Tox’s desire for Mr. Dombey focuses on his appearance. She, like Rachael 

Wardle (The Pickwick Papers), Miss Havisham (Great Expectations), and Betsey 

Trotwood (David Copperfield), has been taken in by a handsome man. As far as Miss 

Tox is concerned, she, of Princess’s Place, has found her Prince in Mr. Dombey. Even 

when his first wife, Fanny, has not yet expired, she becomes “spasmodic” (7) on meeting 

him. Brushing aside Mrs. Chick’s remarks about Mr. Dombey’s property and immense 

establishment, Miss Tox rhapsodizes on his physical appearance:  “But his deportment, 

my dear Louisa. . . . His presence! His dignity! No portrait that I have ever seen of 

anyone has been half so replete with those qualities. Something so stately, you know: so 

uncompromising: so very wide across the chest: so upright! A pecuniary Duke of York, 

my love, and nothing short of it! That’s what I should designate him” (7). Unfortunately, 

Miss Tox is blind to Mr. Dombey’s character. She reads his coldness and pride as a regal, 

aristocratic bearing. Her blindness is further exemplified when in her own admiration of 

Mr. Dombey’s generosity she misreads Polly’s tears of fear for her boy in the Charitable 

Grinder’s institution as tears of gratitude. When Mrs. Chick, Mr. Dombey’s sister, 

suggests that Miss Tox is on her way to winning Mr. Dombey’s heart, she turns pale, 

cannot speak, and returns “no other reply than by taking the little Paul in her arms, and 
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making his cockade perfectly flat and limp with her caresses” (73-4). Absorbed in her 

feelings, absorbed in herself, Miss Tox interprets all Mr. Dombey’s actions towards her 

as significant.  

 Dickens counters this assertion of self not only by ridiculing Miss Tox, but also, 

ironically, by refusing her marriage—a marriage which would be the  one means of 

completely extinguishing her. Demonstrating the disparity between Mr. Dombey’s and 

Miss Tox’s reading of events, he mocks her aspirations. While the humour of Miss Tox’s 

imagined wedding has been discussed earlier, it is helpful to explore this a little further. 

Mr. Dombey certainly acknowledges Miss Tox’s devotion not only to young Paul, but 

also to himself. He is aware that “Dombey and Son” mean everything to her. However, 

he assures himself that his notice of Miss Tox will not be misread because of her own 

knowledge of her insignificance. He explains to his sister his reasons for giving a gift to 

Miss Tox:  “I really think I must present your friend with some little token, on the 

occasion of Paul’s christening. She has exerted herself so warmly in the child’s behalf 

from the first, and seems to understand her position so thoroughly (a very rare merit in 

this world, I am sorry to say), that it would really be agreeable to me to notice her” (38). 

However, Miss Tox does not understand her insignificance as well as Mr. Dombey might 

hope. Far from fading into nothingness, she imagines herself as Mr. Dombey’s bride.  

 Miss Tox’s set-back into the comic realm, however, is only momentary. 

Elsewhere, her potential as a subversive figure is apparent in her conversation. It is Miss 

Tox who dares to utter the words after Paul Dombey’s death, “. . . that Dombey and Son 
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should be a Daughter after all” (191).
86

 This weighty observation exposes the potential 

overthrow of patriarchy (and perhaps capitalism too, as the House of Dombey eventually 

collapses around its head). That the remark is offered by such a marginal character as 

Miss Tox may undermine its threat, yet the words remain in all their stark potential. 

Furthermore, in her imagined world that made her think marriage with Mr. Dombey was 

possible, she continues to re-create Mr. Dombey with a loving heart.  Indeed, Miss Tox 

authors an individual with whom she would like to be involved.  She finds comfort in 

dreaming of a Mr. Dombey who is much different from the man he is.  Although Miss 

Tox diminishes herself, at the same time she reconstructs Mr. Dombey and the 

relationship she has had with him:  

She never recalled the lofty manner in which Mr. Dombey had made  

her subservient to his convenience and caprices, and had graciously  

permitted her to be one of the nurses of his little son. She only thought,  

in her own words, “that she had passed a great many happy hours in that  

house, which she must ever remember with gratification, and that she  

could never cease to regard Mr. Dombey as one of the most impressive  

and dignified of men.” (448)  

Her imagination saves her and also ultimately saves Mr. Dombey from his despair.  

                                                 

86
 These words were with Dickens from his inception of the novel.  In his letter to Forster detailing what 

could be called his “master plan” he indicates that Miss Tox will be the one to utter them (Butt & Tillotson, 

95 and  Letters 25-26 July 1846, 4: 589-90).  
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 Perhaps more importantly, her continued concern and love for Mr. Dombey give 

her a place in this world. Her desire for Mr. Dombey allows her to recognize herself as an 

individual, as a somebody. Although “not a part of Mr. Dombey’s world,” she has created 

from her desire a space for herself where it can be satisfied.  She comes to check on Mr. 

Dombey every night whether it is raining or not and puts up with the responses of the 

servants—“the grins of Towlinson, and the huffs and rebuffs of Mrs. Pipchin”—in order 

to ask “how he does, and how he bears his misfortune” (604). Miss Tox has created for 

herself a purpose in her life. Rebuffed by the individual himself, and mocked by those 

around him, she chooses a way to serve Mr. Dombey where she cannot be rejected. She 

knows that Mr. Dombey’s world goes “on without her,”  and yet she is a star, albeit not a  

“bright or particular star,” that “moves in her little orbit in the corner of another system . . 

. and comes and cries, and goes away, and is satisfied” (604). In following the desires of 

her heart she gains more independence and subverts assumptions about the place of 

women in Victorian society.  

 Miss Tox’s excessive desire evinces its subversive power in the breakdown of 

social hierarchy. Miss Tox has her roots in the upper-middle class, for although her father 

has been a customs official, her mother’s family appears to be of a higher social standing. 

Indeed, Miss Tox has inherited the house on Princess’s Place from her mother’s brother, 

the “powdered head and pigtail” (345). Consistent with her upbringing, Miss Tox has a 

typically patronizing attitude towards the lower class. Always polite, she betrays her 

prejudice when she tries to comfort Polly Toodle as Polly says goodbye to her family. 

After the promise of new clothes, good food, and unlimited porter fail to abate Polly’s 

tears, Miss Tox attempts to draw her around by appealing to her knowledge of class.  
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Polly should deem it a privilege to work with a “cherub closely connected with the 

superior classes” (17).  

This distance in social standing is shortened, however, when Miss Tox is 

desperate to hear news of Mr. Dombey. As the genteel Miss Tox lessens the social divide, 

she becomes a more independent being. Exiled from the family through Mr. Dombey’s 

marriage and Mrs. Chick’s desertion, Miss Tox remembers her old acquaintance, Mrs. 

Richards. Although Miss Tox attempts to preserve her dignity by referring to Polly as 

Mrs. Richards—the name bestowed on her by Mr. Dombey—rather than Polly Toodle, 

she hopes that they can become “good friends.” In direct opposition to Mr. Dombey’s 

business arrangements with the Toodles, Miss Tox adopts the barter system of the lower 

class. In return for information, Miss Tox offers her talents as a teacher to the Toodle 

children. She explains to Polly,  

You see . . . there are many little ways in which I can be slightly useful  

to you, if you will make no stranger of me; and in which I shall be delighted  

to be so. For instance, I can teach your children something. I shall bring a  

few little books, if you’ll allow me, and some work, and of an evening now  

and then, they’ll learn—dear  me, they’ll learn a great deal, I trust . . . Then,  

not being a stranger, I shall be in nobody’s way . . . and everything will go  

on, just as if I were not here. (453)  

Miss Tox does not simply offer to teach and leave. Rather she wishes to be part of the 

family, “not a stranger.” In essence, she becomes a governess for a working-class family.  

In her role as teacher she becomes somewhat more assertive. When Towlinson 

sees her out after her initial visit to Mrs. Pipchin she disregards his grin and speaks 
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sternly to him. Teaching helps her to acquire an “admonitorial tone, and a habit of 

improving passing occasions” (604). Miss Tox’s new position also makes her oblivious 

to social convention and her reputation. Whereas before she would take a cab, now she 

walks freely to visit Mr. Dombey’s servants, “every evening at dusk,” and then home 

again. When the scandal of Edith Dombey’s apparent elopement with Carker breaks, she 

borrows a disguise from her servant and comes in secret to “get certain information of the 

state of Mr. Dombey” (603). While her actions threaten to make her the laughingstock of 

the servant class, she disregards conventions and perseveres in her concern for and care 

of Mr. Dombey.  

 By the end of the novel, even though there are vestiges of Miss Tox’s comic role, 

she remains a unique and unsquashable character. While she “feels such sorrow and 

solicitude” about Mr. Dombey, she is also an “atom” that “haunts” him. Also, when she 

helps Polly look after him during his “madness” and brings him sustenance (701), she is 

further liberated from social constraints. Even after the “rats” have fled from the house, 

Miss Tox remains “stealing in and out like a criminal” (701). Such a description suggests 

that Miss Tox’s actions are illicit and that her desire is indecent.
87

 Miss Tox is 

experiencing a wider life than the respectable “No-Thoroughfare” site of Princess’s Place 

                                                 

87
 Lynda Nead notes that “it was . . . the streetwalker who became the symbol for prostitution in general” 

(102), and because of this any unaccompanied women in the city could be construed as being a prostitute. 

Nead further shows that by the “1870s . . . the lines of respectability were becoming blurred. The coded 

stereotype of  prostitution could not accommodate changing definitions of femininity” (181).  
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could ever offer her. Furthermore, she seems oblivious to how she may appear, since she 

is on a mission of mercy. While delighting in the comic portrait of Miss Tox as an atom 

and a criminal, Dickens also acknowledges the purity of her desires. She wishes “to be 

true to the fallen object of her admiration,” even if she is “unknown to him, unknown to 

all the world” (701). Yet, though she herself might creep about, this very action renders 

her more visible.
88

 She is known and known about from the working-class Toodles to the 

middle-class Major Bagstock.  Furthermore, she does not focus her attention solely on 

Mr. Dombey, but also on the Toodle children. Miss Tox is praised for her loving actions: 

“She is no chicken, but she has not grown tough with age and celibacy. Her heart is very 

tender, her compassion very genuine, her homage very real. Beneath the locket with the 

fishey eye in it, Miss Tox bears better qualities than many a less whimsical outside: such 

qualities as will outlive, by many courses of the sun, the best outsides and brightest husks 

that fall in the harvest of the great reaper “(700). As a “haunting” atom, Miss Tox acts as 

a godly spirit, much like the Christmas ghosts that haunt Scrooge.
89

   

                                                 

88
 Dickens had to make a choice regarding his material in the conclusion because he “had to reduce his 

number by seven lines.” Since he “wished to find room for . . . Miss Tox,” she is kept in at the end of the 

novel, and what is removed is further description of the waves and Florence (Butt & Tillotson 112, n.3). 

89
 It is interesting to note that A Christmas Carol was written in 1843, and Dombey and Son in 1846-8. 

Martin Chuzzlewit was serialized between 1843-4 and features the good, lovable, and slightly eccentric 

Tom Pinch. Miss Tox may not have managed to haunt Mr. Dombey into the state of repentance that the 

spirits of Christmas create in Ebenezer Scrooge, but she, along with Polly Toodle, has helped to keep him 

alive, thus providing an opportunity for a reconciliation with his daughter. While Ginsberg reads love in the 
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Dickens’s portrayal of Miss Tox demonstrates the autonomy she receives from 

her desire and the courage she has to upset Victorian societal conventions. While the 

rejected bachelors also gain autonomy through their responses to rejection, Dickens 

emphasizes the virtues of self-control and self-sacrifice more in them. This group of 

bachelors—Tom Pinch, John Chivery, Arthur Clennam, and Sydney Carton—all suffer 

from unrequited love.
90

 Although they are aware of rivals, they control their responses 

towards them.  Their rejection does not stop them from desiring the best for their 

beloveds.  Dickens reveals the amount of effort and self-control that goes into the 

responses of a rejected suitor and a scorned lover. Most of these bachelors, to a lesser or 

greater extent, struggle with anger or depression, feelings that are finally resolved 

through an unselfishness that leads them to contentment.   

  John Chivery, in Little Dorrit, is similar to Miss Tox in that he also functions as a 

comic character. His interest in poetic epitaphs and his big ears, however, do not halt his 

maturation.  His actions after he is rejected demonstrate his progress towards the status of 

gentleman. Furthermore, his treatment of his rival indicates a masculinity based on 

Christian values.  After his rejection, John progresses from the role of depressed lover to 

                                                                                                                                                 

novel as being indestructible and immune to “acts of negation and destruction,” and not requiring “any 

care—effort or labour—to reproduce,” Miss Tox’s presence shows otherwise (71). Miss Tox’s actions are 

ones of love and thus she demonstrates that love is indeed effort and labour.  

90
 Arthur Clennam does marry Amy Dorrit; however, he is first interested in Pet Meagles, his rival being 

Henry Gowan, and thus he fits the general criteria of the study. 
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that of the faithful knight, and then again to the self-sacrificing gentleman who places the 

desires of his beloved over and above his own.  

 John Chivery’s life initially unfolds along the lines of a conventional marriage 

plot. Although his comical physical description already indicates that he will fail, he acts 

as a suitor.  He chooses a woman he loves, then he waits until he is financially secure, 

and he proceeds with his family’s blessings, and her father’s blessing.  However, John is 

like Mr. Stryver who does not follow Mr. Lorry’s advice and put “the young lady . . . 

before all” (TTC 138). Certainly, John does not have the arrogance of Mr. Stryver. He 

does, indeed, love Amy, but in his desire to be married to her he has not made allowance 

for her desires. John reveals his hopes for a happy life by writing his own epitaph as well 

as Amy’s: 

 Sacred to the Memory of JOHN CHIVERY, Sixty years Turnkey, and fifty  

years Head Turnkey, Of the neighboring Marshalsea, Who departed this life, 

universally respected, on the thirty-first of December, One thousand eight  

hundred and eighty-six, Aged Eighty-three years. Also of his truly beloved  

and truly loving wife, AMY, whose maiden Name was DORRIT, Who survived  

his loss not quite forty-eight hours, And who breathed her last in the Marshalsea 

aforesaid.  There she was born, There she lived, There she died. (216-17) 

The humour that Dickens creates through the character of John, poet and future turnkey, 

highlights the desires of the marriage plot: to have a stable life and career, to be respected 

by others, and to have a wife so devoted to him that after he died, she would expire 

shortly after.  Yet Dickens also makes clear that the epitaph reveals John’s desires, not 

Amy’s. While the poet in John appreciates the symmetry of birth, life, and death 
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happening in the same location, he is not thinking of how Amy might respond to this 

projected life.   

John’s position as assistant turnkey of the Marshalsea offers no release from 

prison for Amy. His dreams also keep Amy confined within the walls of the Marshalsea.  

His thoughts for her have not progressed beyond his childhood play of locking her up and 

demanding kisses. He imagines her moving into the “chamber that she [has] rented so 

long,” beautifying the space with “a trelliswork of scarlet beans and a canary” to create 

an “arbour” (216).  Never having actually been a prisoner in the Marshalsea allows him 

to imagine it as a small paradise where together they would be able to shut out the cruel 

world and “glide down the stream of time, in pastoral domestic happiness” (216).   This is 

John’s dream and desire, and he prepares to draw Amy into it.   

  Ready for the conventional proposal, John dresses in a way that speaks of his 

economic security.  Unlike the others associated with the Marshalsea, he is not in debt. 

Rather, he has a secure economic base, helping his mother with her “snug tobacco 

business” and learning the job of the turnkey which will be his when his father retires 

(215).  To his credit, he understands Amy’s worth outside of her class. He is impressed 

by her ability to work, her care of her family, and her character. While she may be the 

daughter of a gentleman, he can offer her financial freedom. Thus he prepares himself for 

proposing to Amy by putting on the costume of a fashionable young man who is also 

financially secure:  

He was neatly attired in a plum-coloured coat, with as large a collar of  

black velvet as his figure could carry; a silken waistcoat, bedecked with  

golden sprigs; a chaste neckerchief much in vogue at that day . . . pantaloons  
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so highly decorated with side stripes that each leg was a three-stringed  

lute; and a hat of state very high and hard. (218-19)   

He adds to this white kid gloves and a cane “like a little finger-post” (219).  John’s 

costume figures his intentions. After his mother sees him she understands that he is on his 

way to propose.  John’s proposal is supported by the consent of his parents and the 

implicit consent of Amy’s father.  For the sake of his comfort in the cigars that John 

supplies he is ready to give his blessing to this union—also without consulting Amy’s 

wishes. The excessiveness of John’s costume reinforces the performative aspect of the 

proposal.  

 Having secured parental consent, and knowing his financial situation, he expects 

that his proposal will be accepted by Amy. However, the practised performance becomes 

improvisation for, like Mr. Stryver, he has not “made sure of the girl.”  In his desire for 

Amy, he has missed the subtle clues that speak of her lack of interest in him.  Just as 

characters like Miss Tox, Fanny Squeers, and Pip misread others, so too does John. He 

has hoped that her avoidance of him “might be shyness, her retiring character, her 

foreknowledge of the state of his heart, anything short of aversion” (220). It is not until 

he initiates conversation with Amy that he realizes her lack of regard for him.  When he 

spies her on the Iron Bridge and calls her name, she is unable to hide her feelings: “She 

started and fell back from him with an expression in her face of fright and something like 

dislike that caused him unutterable dismay” (220).  John’s hopes and plans are dashed to 

the ground, for as quickly as Amy “checks” herself, the look betrays her:  “she felt what 

it had been, as he felt what it had been; and they stood looking at one another equally 

confused” (221). He has to come to an understanding that his love for her is not 
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reciprocated. The confusion lies in John’s desire for Amy, as well as the web of desire 

that surrounds them. For John Chivery is in love with Amy Dorrit who is in love with 

Arthur Clennam who is in love with Pet Meagles who is in love with Henry Gowan, who 

is in love with himself. The triangle of desire has expanded into a pentagon. 

While John’s desire initially obscures his perception, he is quick to acknowledge 

and respond to Amy’s feelings. Indeed, it is her distress that reveals to John that the 

woman he has seen as “ever so reliable and self-suppressed” has feelings (221). Even 

though he fails to comprehend why Amy would be upset that her father knows of John’s 

intentions and has given his implicit consent, he responds to her distress with kindness 

and sensitivity. The scene changes dramatically as his recognition of her feelings draws 

out his love and compassion. John asks humbly whether or not he may speak to Amy.  He 

reassures her that if it gives her pain even to hear him he will not speak.  In his concern 

for her distress he puts her wishes first: “I have been so unlucky already in giving you 

pain, without having any such intentions . . . that there is no fear of my saying it unless I 

have your leave.  I can be miserable alone, I can be cut up by myself; why should I also 

make miserable and cut up one, that I would fling myself off that parapet to give half a 

moment’s joy to!” (222). His words might be as showy as his clothes; however, the depth 

of his love for Amy is apparent.  While Amy is attempting to conquer her feelings of 

aversion towards him by fleeing to the other side of the bridge, John’s thoughtfulness 

towards her gains her respect, not to mention the reader’s respect. He moves quickly 

beyond the comedy of the clothes that are as extravagant as his ears and epitaphs. 

The negative response Amy offers to John is softened by his sensitivity to her.  

Indeed, wrapped up in her love for Arthur Clennam, Amy needs to learn how to conquer 
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her aversion of John and respond to him kindly. John becomes the teacher in this regard:  

“The mournfulness of his spirits, and the gorgeousness of his appearance, might have 

made him ridiculous, but that his delicacy made him respectable. Little Dorrit learned 

from it what to do” (222).  Amy takes him at his word and asks him to speak no more 

today and never again.  She also prevails on his generosity and trustworthiness and asks 

him to respect her spot on the Iron Bridge and not disturb her there.  She holds this 

location sacred in her memory as a place associated with Arthur, and she does not wish it 

to hold the memory of John. When Amy accepts John’s word she treats him as an equal. 

Furthermore, since he offers to do anything for her she entrusts him with her desire for 

someone else. By making these requests of him, Amy acknowledges her trust in him.  

 For his part, John accepts the trust that Amy places in him. He does not press his 

confession of love on her. This quiet acceptance of her rejection of him places him in the 

category of “gentleman.”  The heart he begins with, the “slop-work” of a heart hidden 

beneath “the waistcoat of sprigs,” grows “to the size of the heart of a gentleman.”  The 

sincerity of John’s love and devotion is such that “the poor common little fellow having 

no room to hold it, burst[s] into tears” (223). John achieves a manly status through his 

generosity, trustworthiness, and sympathy towards Little Dorrit.  Dickens is very gentle 

in his handling of John.  Although he seems to be set up for a comic character—

overdressing a part, expressing himself through epitaphs—his pain and heartache are real 

and not to be trifled with. Indeed, John has raised himself through his love for Amy, and 

his tears are not to be scorned. The performance of “the proposal” changes into a heartfelt 

response. John progresses in his own plot towards manliness in his ability to adapt to a 

changing script. 
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In keeping with his feelings, John changes his costume as well as the tenor of his 

poems. While John is able to be noble when he is with Amy and concentrate on her 

feelings, he is overwhelmed with dejection when he is by himself.  He wishes to hide 

himself and his intentions from all around him. Thus he modifies his costume so that its 

intention is hidden. He pulls the hat down over his eyes, turns the velvet collar up, and 

buttons up the plum-coloured coat “to conceal the silken waistcoat of golden sprigs” 

(224).  Not wishing to be seen, he creeps home “by the worst back streets” and composes 

another epitaph. Indeed, John’s continued growth into manhood can be charted through 

his poetical epitaphs. The epitaph allows John’s heartache to be told: “Here lie the mortal 

remains of JOHN CHIVERY, Never anything worth mentioning, Who died about the end 

of the year, one thousand eight hundred and twenty-six, Of a broken heart, Requesting 

with this last breath that the word AMY might be inscribed over his ashes, Which was 

accordingly directed to be done, By his afflicted Parents” (224).  The long and 

honourable life he gives himself with Amy in his first epitaph is drastically reduced.  He 

speaks of himself as not worth mentioning; however, he is still able to state his name, 

state Amy’s name as his beloved, and state that he is a beloved son.  Thus in his 

despondency, the epitaph becomes a way of legitimizing himself, of calling himself into 

being.  

John is unable to feel the power of these words until Pancks motivates him to 

work for Amy.  His poetry alone is unable to help him escape from his despair.  Even 

though he gains peace by sitting near the flapping laundry “as if it was groves” (259), he 

is still incapable of action. He is likened to the last mariner “on the deck of a damp ship 

without the power of unfurling the sails, a little woe-begone young man” (259).  Pancks’s 
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need for someone to help him with his research on the Dorrit family provides the impetus 

for John to leave the “groves.”  The thought of working for Amy, the woman he loves, 

energizes John. Pancks presents John as “one who loved Miss Dorrit,” to his other 

partner, Ruggs, and John himself states that in his devotion for Miss Dorrit he wishes to 

be “unselfish” and put himself “out of sight” (300).  The unthinking suitor who wishes to 

propose to Amy has become a sensitive, thoughtful lover who is content to hide himself 

and his feelings from her. Furthermore, in understanding her as a person, with feelings, 

his love for her has grown so that the mere sight of Amy in tears moves him to write 

another epitaph immediately: “Here lay the body of John Chivery, Who, Having at such a 

date, Beheld the idol of his life, In grief and tears, And feeling unable to bear the 

harrowing spectacle, Immediately repaired to the abode of his inconsolable parents, And 

terminated his existence, By his own rash act” (370).  John’s desire to do all he can for 

Miss Dorrit enables Pancks to put together the research which returns the Dorrit family to 

fortune and allows them to leave the Marshalsea. Ironically, his help moves her further 

away from him. Upon their departure, Young John makes a new epitaph for himself “on 

the occasion of his dying of a broken heart” (422). His sadness is expressed through the 

brevity of this composition. 

 John Chivery, just in the time between his rejection by Amy and the Dorrits’ 

departure from the Marshalsea, has matured.  He has brought himself out of a depressed 

state through hard work for the woman he loves, knowing all the time that she loves 

Arthur Clennam.  In his response to this rival, he proves himself to be a gentleman once 
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again.  John’s knowledge of Amy’s love for Arthur exacerbates his feelings, for Arthur 

does not treat him as a rival. John, like Bradley, wishes to be acknowledged.
91

  When 

Arthur arrives at the Marshalsea, John helps him with his bags, and lets him use Mr. 

Dorrit’s old room (which has associations with Amy), but refuses to shake hands with 

him (707). He is sympathetic to Arthur out of consideration of his financial situation and 

his love for Amy; however his knowledge that Arthur is his rival stops him from shaking 

hands and makes him wish that he could fight him: “If I was at all fairly equal to your 

weight, Mr. Clennam—which I am not; and if you weren’t under a cloud—which you 

are; and if it wasn’t against all rules of the Marshalsea—which it is; those feelings are 

such that they would stimulate me, more to having it out with you in a Round on the 

present spot, than to anything else I could name” (707).  John struggles between jealousy 

of  and compassion for Arthur: “when you first came upon me . . . such mingled streams 

of feelings broke loose again within me that everything was for the first few minutes 

swept away before them, and I was going round and round in a vortex. I got out of it. I 

struggled, and got out of it” (712).   John’s love for Amy not only allows him to be kind 

to Arthur, but also impels him generously to tell Arthur of Amy’s love for him.  

 His service to Amy does not stop there. Just as Pancks helps to motivate John out 

of his despondency, so John pushes Arthur out of his despair. He urges Clennam to eat if 

not for his own sake, then for the sake of someone else (710).  When Arthur denies that 

                                                 

91
 Unlike Eugene Wrayburn, who refuses to acknowledge Bradley Headstone as a rival out of arrogance, 

Arthur Clennam is too caught up in his own misery to be aware of Amy’s love for him. 
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anyone loves him, or cares whether he eats or not, John is outraged. He still does not 

realize that Arthur is ignorant of Amy’s love for him. Rather, he believes that Arthur is 

denying Amy’s love for him, and John feels all the effort he has put out for Arthur has 

been trampled upon. His feelings have been given no consideration, and Arthur is not 

acting as a gentleman: “I am surprised that a gentleman who is capable of having a heart 

of his own, should be capable of the heartlessness of treating mine in that way” (710). 

Arthur’s obtuseness is such that John must explain his rejection. He blushes in his 

humility, yet frankly states, “she was far above me in all respects at all times” (713).  

Both Arthur and the author commend him for speaking thus: “His chivalrous feeling 

towards all that belonged to her, made him so very respectable, in spite of his small 

stature and his rather weak legs, and his very weak hair, and his poetical temperament, 

that a Goliath might have sat in his place demanding less consideration at Arthur’s 

hands” (713). Arthur, admiringly, tells John that he “speaks like a man” (713). John 

responds to Arthur as one gentleman to another, wishing that Arthur would “do the same” 

(713). After a good deal of speaking at cross purposes, John slowly comes to understand 

that Arthur really does not know of Amy’s love for him. Over a cup of tea he reassures 

Arthur that he is not wrong, that his own broken heart confirms Amy’s love for Arthur:   

I mistaken on a point that has caused me more smart in my breast than a  

flight of savages’ arrows could have done! I mistaken on a point that almost  

sent me into my grave, as I sometimes wished it would, if the grave could  

only have been made compatible with the tobacco-business and father and  

mother’s feelings! I mistaken on a point that, even at the present moment,  

makes me take out my pocket handkerchief. . . . (715)   
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While Dickens is still enjoying John as a poet, he does not trivialize his emotions: 

“Young John took out his pocket handkerchief with a genuine absence both of display 

and concealment, which is only to be seen in a man with a great deal of good in him, 

when he takes out his pocket handkerchief for the purpose of wiping his eyes” (715). 

John’s love for Amy inspires in him those virtues which indicate his maturity.  He is 

devoted, selfless, patient, caring, and when he sees Arthur again, his self-control is tested. 

He passes this test with flying colours and moves to the moral category of gentleman. 

By the end of the novel then, John’s strengthened character more than makes up 

for his weak hair and constitution, and he is rendered a most eligible bachelor. Indeed, 

Dickens indicates the shallowness of dwelling on such physical attributes.  Initially, John 

functions as a comic character with his poetic and melodramatic tendencies; however, he 

becomes a serious character through his virtues and his unselfishness. The last epitaph we 

read from John indicates the maturity he has gained through his rejection and from 

understanding what it means to love:
92

  

STRANGER! 

RESPECT THE TOMB OF 

JOHN CHIVERY, JUNIOR, 

WHO DIED AT AN ADVANCED AGE 

NOT NECESSARY TO MENTION. 

                                                 

92
 That this epitaph is represented visually also indicates the esteem John receives from the narrator and 

author.  
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HE ENCOUNTERED HIS RIVAL IN A DISTRESSED STATE, 

AND FELT INCLINED  

TO HAVE A ROUND WITH HIM; 

BUT, FOR THE SAKE OF THE LOVED ONE,  

CONQUERED THOSE FEELINGS OF BITTERNESS, AND BECAME 

MAGNANIMOUS. (719)  

The John who was “not worth mentioning” in his second epitaph is now to have his full 

name on the tombstone, in bold upper-case letters. It is his age now that is not worth 

mentioning, not himself. Furthermore, he is a man who demands respect.  He is aware of 

his audience, aware that people read tombstones. He addresses the epitaph to the stranger, 

someone interested in reading; he has no expectation that someone will be interested in 

himself as himself, only in himself as transformed into a narrative. His broken heart has 

become a magnanimous heart. The interest lies not in his feelings of love, but his actions 

of love. Amy’s name no longer needs to be on the tombstone. Instead she is “the Loved 

One” and thus he preserves her dignity and his.  Furthermore, not having her name 

written emphasizes the importance of John’s love rather than Amy’s rejection of that 

love.  John is able to console himself with his writing and the knowledge that his love has 

made him a better person. 

Nor is John’s magnanimity restricted to a single moment. He walks Amy home 

from the Marshalsea and honours her request to take care of Arthur. Furthermore, on his 

return he breaks the rules by slipping over to the prisoner’s room, in his stocking feet, to 

give him the message of Little Dorrit’s “undying love.” He seals his promise to Amy by 

shaking Arthur’s hand and reiterating his offer to “stand by [him] forever” (746).  Just as 
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Miss Tox sneaks about like a criminal to visit Mr. Dombey, John breaks the rules of the 

Marshalsea to render emotional support to Arthur.   

While the author and reader know that John Chivery’s class and appearance 

prevent him from attaining bridegroom status, his presence in the novel is vital in 

showing another perspective on Amy Dorrit.  It is his interest in her that indicates she is 

not a child as Arthur claims, but rather a desirable and desiring young lady. It is her 

rejection of John that indicates she is a woman with her own mind, her own dreams and 

passions.  Moreover, through John, Dickens posits a masculinity that rests on honesty, 

compassion, and magnanimity, rather than on appearance: a masculinity that is a 

becoming and a maturing, rather than something static.
93

  

                                                 

93
 See Chapter One of this project as well as Herbert Sussman, who views masculinity as a process. While 

his writing concentrates on men who are uninterested in marriage, the point that masculinity is a 

maturation, a becoming, is also supported by the character of John Chivery. Indeed, John’s maturation is in 

stark contrast to that of Arthur Clennam. While John becomes himself during the novel, one is still only 

hopeful for a further development of character in Arthur by the end of the novel. In the cast of rejected 

suitors, Arthur Clennam is quite unique in that after his rejection by Pet Meagles he finds love and 

happiness in marriage. In contrast to John Chivery, he has the handsome appearance of the stereotypical  

hero; however, he is really an anti-hero who is emotionally fragile. The rival that Arthur must conquer is 

not Henry Gowan, but his own negative self. He refers to himself as “nobody.” His negativity haunts the 

novel as the title chapters reveal his state of mind: “Nobody’s Weakness,” “Nobody’s Rival,” “Nobody’s 

State of Mind,” and “Nobody’s Disappearance” (193, 205, 306, 331).
93

 It is his perception of himself as old 

and his rejection of love that blind him to Amy’s desire and eligibility. Thus he places himself in an 

avuncular position to her and is obtuse to her emotional responses. When he loses money speculating and is 
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Pip of Great Expectations also demonstrates a masculinity that is a process. And 

it is his relationship with Estella, and her rejection of him, that charts his growth in 

masculinity.  Just as Miss Havisham locates her identity in the actions of Compeyson and 

her brother towards her, so too does Pip locate his identity in the actions and words of 

Estella during their first meeting.  And as Compeyson sees Miss Havisham as a material 

being rich enough to be swindled, Estella sees Pip in economic and social terms, and thus 

he now sees himself: “. . . I was a common laboring boy . . . my hands were coarse . . . 

my boots were thick” (59).  Pip, in the space of one day, is presented with Estella’s 

beauty and her rejection of him because of his rough hands and because he does not know 

the correct names for objects, saying “jacks” for “knaves.” He articulates the complexity 

of his feelings by describing himself simultaneously as “humiliated, hurt, spurned, 

offended, angry, sorry” (57). While he is unable to fully comprehend his emotions, he 

does know that he is angry with Joe for not teaching him more and that he desires to be a 

gentleman so he can woo Estella. The love and wisdom Pip has received from Joe for all 

these years is lost in the material world of Satis House.  

                                                                                                                                                 

sent to debtor’s prison, he is again imprisoned more by his own feelings of inadequacy than by his debt. He 

relies on the goodness of such a figure as John Chivery, his good friends, Mr. Meagles and Mr. Pancks, and 

his friend and business partner, Daniel Doyce, as well as on Amy’s love, to pull him out of himself. The 

novel’s ending is not a “happily-ever-after”; instead, Arthur and Amy walk hand in hand into the “roaring 

streets,” indicating that life is a continuous process of discovery. Patricia Ingham explores the theme of 

negativity throughout the novel in “Nobody’s Fault: the Scope of the Negative in Little Dorrit.”   
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The madness of Satis House seeps into Pip and distorts his moral perception from 

the moment he gets there. Knowing his sister and Mr. Pumblechook are expecting him to 

provide interesting information about Miss Havisham and her household, he obliges by 

inventing stories. He feels he can hardly explain what has really happened because then 

he would “not be understood,” and he also has an instinctive understanding that Miss 

Havisham would “not be understood,”  and that to describe her and her surroundings to 

Mrs. Joe would be “coarse and treacherous” (60). As he gets older, he is divided between 

his desire for the unreachable beautiful Estella, and the dependable loving Biddy. He has 

moments when he knows that Biddy is a better person, but these rational moments are 

destroyed by a remembrance of his time at Satis House, which would “scatter [his]  wits” 

(120). The idea that Miss Havisham might make his fortune is one that is planted early in 

his head by his sister and Mr. Pumblechook,
94

 and this idea encourages his desire for 

Estella. Pip ignores Herbert Pocket’s warnings that Estella is “hard and haughty and 

capricious to the last degree” and that she “has been brought up by Miss Havisham to 

wreak vengeance on all the male sex” (161). His desire for Estella becomes his madness, 

and thus he is unable to comprehend how Miss Havisham has used him in Estella’s 

training. Rather, even after all he has been told and seen and experienced, he still believes 

that Miss Havisham is his fairy godmother and that Estella is intended for him. Madness 

begets madness.  

                                                 

94
 In contrast, Joe thinks that Pip might get a dog from Miss Havisham  (GE 63). 
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The cold material world of Satis House, created through deception and revenge, is 

set against the warmth of the forge that thrives on Joe’s goodness. Pip’s misperceptions 

result from the confusion of these conflicting values.  Once Pip has secured his 

expectations, he embraces the values of the material world and Satis House, where wealth 

is privileged over inner worth and loyalty. Although he abandons Joe for these illusions, 

the lessons of love he learns at the forge are not forgotten.  He is not completely taken in 

by a commercial world that marks people according to their financial worth, or 

usefulness: the same emotional innocence that prevents him from being totally corrupted 

stops him from attributing corrupt motives to those he loves or feels gratitude toward.  

Pip cannot imagine that he has been simply used by Miss Havisham. While he accepts 

that she will not give him any more money for his work, he finds it difficult to believe 

that she is ready to sever their relationship, that his presence in her life has been simply a 

contractual engagement that fosters no emotional ties. Thus he is unable to relinquish the 

idea he forms that Miss Havisham is behind his expectations and that she wishes him to 

marry Estella.  

The values of love and loyalty that Pip has learned from Joe are also apparent in 

his relationship with Estella. He cannot believe Estella when she says that she has no 

heart, and he is unwilling to believe that anyone would make it their goal not to love, but 

only to “deceive and entrap” others (284). Thus when Estella announces her engagement 

to the brute, Bentley Drummle, Pip is shocked and outraged. He expects people to marry 

for love, and he knows that this is a marriage where each partner will fight for power and 

control. Pip’s love for Estella is strong enough that he could bear her rejection of him if 

he knew she had a loving relationship with someone else.  
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Pip’s progression to manhood is marked by his increasing ability to have regard 

for others. He has to learn to be selfless, or at least less selfish. The time he spends with 

his benefactor, Provis, the heartache he suffers over Estella, the shock of Miss Havisham 

and the fire, his near-death experience with Orlick, and the warmth and love he receives 

from Herbert and Joe all educate him.  When Miss Havisham asks him to forgive her he 

can do so graciously because he is aware of his own failings: “I want forgiveness and 

direction far too much, to be bitter with you” (364). Just as Miss Havisham falls ill for 

many months after her wedding-day shock, so also does Pip after Magwitch’s death. The 

crucial difference between them, however, is that Pip has a nurse in the form of Joe 

whose “tenderness . . . [is] so beautifully proportioned to [his] need” (426). Pip comes out 

of his illness a wiser and less selfish man. He asks forgiveness from Joe and Biddy for 

being “ungenerous and unjust” and “thankless” (438), accepts the lowly job offer from 

Herbert, and works hard. The values of the forge are preeminent throughout the novel, 

and in both endings.  In each, Pip and Estella meet, and realize that suffering has softened 

them both. While the future of their friendship remains ambiguous (less so in the revised 

version), the philosophy of love and forgiveness is clear. In the revised and published 

ending, Estella reminds Pip that he has forgiven her, and she asks for his forgiveness 

again: “But you said to me. . . ‘God bless you, God forgive you!’ And if you could say 

that to me then, you will not hesitate to say that to me now” (442). Dickens’s original 

ending is less direct, but still demonstrates reconciliation. Estella asks that Pip hold up the 
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boy she believes is his son so that she can kiss him, and when they part, Pip is left with 

the “assurance, that suffering had been stronger than Miss Havisham’s teaching, and had 

given her a heart to understand what my heart used to be” (Dickens, “Original” 359).
95

 

Pip’s broken heart does not lead to hatred and revenge, and Estella’s growing heart is 

learning to love.
96

  

While Pip’s and John Chivery’s love stories demonstrate a connection between 

their maturation and rejection, Sydney Carton in A Tale of Two Cities is similar to Arthur 

Clennam in Little Dorrit, in that he is a tormented man.
97

 While Sydney Carton has the 
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 The young Pip is Joe and Biddy’s son. Dickens changed his ending before publication, and it was not 

until the third volume of Forster’s The Life of Charles Dickens was published in 1874 that readers became 

aware of Dickens’s first ending (336).  

96
 Both endings of Great Expectations end with the unmarried bachelor. While the original version has 

Estella married to a country doctor, the published version has her unmarried.  Dickens changed the ending 

in response to Edward Bulwer Lytton’s suggestions for a more optimistic ending (1 July 1861, Letters 9: 

432-433).  While the final sentence, “I saw the shadow of no parting from her,” is suggestive of a future 

marriage, it is interesting that the word “friend” is used twice and that there is an absence of the word 

“wedding.”  

97
 In a letter to Mrs. Brown, 28 August 1857, Dickens speaks of his own “restlessness”: “the restlessness 

which is the penalty of an imaginative life and constitution . . . so besets me just now, that I feel as if the 

scaling of all the Mountains in Switzerland, or the doing of any wild thing until I dropped, would be but a 

slight relief” (8:422). The next day he sent a letter to Wilkie Collins suggesting that they could go 

“anywhere—take a tour—see any thing” (sic) because he “wants to escape from [him]self” (8: 423). 

Michael Slater notes that he is writing this just after finishing the production of The Frozen Deep where he 
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physique of an eligible young man, his deficiencies lie in his lack of ambition, his 

“vagabond and restless habits” (TTC 299), and his being the “idlest and most 

unpromising of men” (82).  Dickens sympathetically explains Carton’s degenerate mental 

state as an illness and shows how his love for Lucie Manette impels him to goodness. 

While there is the suggestion that Carton could easily fall into a pattern of rivalrous 

behavior and spiral into self-destruction, loving Lucie gives him focus and inspires him to 

greatness.
98

 

Carton’s aimlessness is characterized as a disease which begins when he is left an 

orphan.  The reader is only given this information about Carton near the end of the novel: 

“Long ago, when he had been famous among his earliest competitors as a youth of great 

promise, he had followed his father to the grave. His mother had died years before” 

(301).  The syntax here suggests that when Carton buries his father and becomes an 

orphan, he also dies. Certainly the death of his father affects Carton in such a way that he 

is unable to strive for himself.  Mr. Stryver describes him as “the old seesaw Sydney. Up 

one minute and down the next; now in spirits and now in despondency!” (85). Carton, 

                                                                                                                                                 

met Ellen Ternan (Charles 433). Dickens did travel with Collins not just for the sake of his writing, but also 

to “see the Ternans, who were performing in Doncaster” (Nayder 247). By May of 1858, Dickens left the 

house for two weeks to allow Catherine time to leave Tavistock House  (Nayder 248).  

98
 Catherine Waters understands Carton’s function in the novel as indicating the “limits” of the redemptive 

power of the Angel of the house (Dickens 146), while Jennifer Ruth perceives Carton as “embody[ing] the 

sacrificial logic of domesticity better than does the domestic Angel” (296). I would encourage a reading 

that places neither gender as having a monopoly on self-sacrifice.  
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himself, does not understand his nature or his actions.  He finds that he has energy to 

work only for others and not for himself.  He remembers that at school he would help 

others with their work and rarely do his own (85). Even when he is a lawyer, and a very 

astute lawyer at that, and works with Stryver, he does the work and his partner gains the 

glory. The narrator likens their relationship to that of a jackal and a lion, with Carton as 

the jackal (84).  He is unable to change the habits of his youth and put his mind to 

furthering his own happiness. The narrator sympathetically explains his plight: “sadly, 

sadly the sun rose; it rose upon no sadder sight than the man of good abilities and good 

emotions, incapable of their directed exercise, incapable of his own help and his own 

happiness, sensible of the blight on him, and resigning himself to let it eat him away” 

(87). This description echoes Arthur Clennam’s stint in the Marshalsea when he is 

overcome with melancholy.
99

  

Carton’s love for Lucie lifts him out of this inexplicable state of despondency, this 

“cloud of caring for nothing” (143.) His love for Lucie makes him dream of the 

possibility for happiness. He has a vision of what his life could be if love were a part of 

it: “a mirage of honourable ambition, self-denial and perseverance.  In the fair city of this 

vision, there were airy galleries from which the loves and graces looked upon him, 

gardens in which the fruits of life hung ripening, waters of Hope that sparkled in his 

sight” (87).  The vision is indeed a mirage for, apart from his now dissolute character 
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 A Tale of Two Cities was written just after Little Dorrit. Miss Wade in Little Dorrit is also subject to a 

negative nature that she seems unable to control. 
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which renders him ineligible, Lucie is already attached to Charles Darnay. The waters of 

hope become “wasted tears” (87).  However, Carton holds onto his love for Lucie, and it 

inspires him.  Similar to Arthur Clennam, Tom Pinch, and Amy Dorrit, he hides his heart. 

In doing so, however, he does not care how he behaves and he is perceived as sullen and 

disagreeable (133).  Carton suffers in silence his degradation, his unrequited love, and his 

longing to be worthy, though his behaviour improves after he discloses his love to Lucie.  

The similarity between Sydney Carton and Charles Darnay offers the potential for 

a destructive rivalry in the manner of Eugene Wrayburn and Bradley Headstone. Dickens, 

however, describes Sydney Carton’s move from envy and jealousy to an acceptance of 

himself and his role in Lucie’s life. When he looks at himself in a mirror, he concludes 

that there is nothing “to like” (81). Yet when he sees his image reflected in Darnay, he 

cannot help but compare himself with him: “A good reason for taking to a man, that he 

shows you what you have fallen away from, and what you might have been!” (81). The 

thought that perhaps he too could have been looked at by Lucie’s “blue eyes” fills him 

with envy and makes him “hate” Darnay.  Carton realizes the distance between his 

dreams and reality when he confronts his doppleganger.  The knowledge that he has no 

chance of courting Lucie because of Darnay makes him realize and articulate his hatred 

of his rival. Unlike Eugene, however, Darnay refuses to be baited by Carton’s 

obnoxiousness and so dissipates the hatred. Carton accepts himself as a “disappointed 

drudge” and he drops the role of rival to adopt that of the unrequited lover.  

Carton’s love for Lucie incorporates his love for an ideal of domesticity of which 

she is a symbol. Unlike Tom Pinch who, as we shall see, remains silent about his love to 

Mary, Sydney Carton achieves satisfaction by telling Lucie of his love for her. He does 
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not offer his love as a proposal; rather, he offers it as a statement. He is content if she 

knows that she is the “last dream of [his] soul” and that she encourages goodness in him 

(145).  The affection he sees between father and daughter stirs his own happy childhood 

memories, and he hears his parents encouraging him: “[I] have heard whispers from old 

voices impelling me upward, that I thought were silent forever. I have had unformed 

ideas of striving afresh, beginning anew, shaking off sloth and sensuality, and fighting 

out the abandoned fight” (145). Sadly, this vision from the past “ends in nothing” (145).  

His gratitude to Lucie for being the person who inspires such visions leads him to offer 

her, in this foreshadowing, anything he can do to help her, and those she loves (146-7). In 

return he asks for her pity. Just as Bradley desperately needs Eugene’s acknowledgement, 

and Miss Havisham needs Pip’s validation of her pain, Carton needs Lucie’s 

understanding and sympathy. He does not request Lucie’s love, only that his “name, and 

faults, and miseries [be] gently carried in [her] heart” (146). Carton has found a way to 

love Lucie, and yet not threaten her relationship with her husband. Indeed, as his 

doppelganger he is a shadow of Charles Darnay, until he actually takes his place at the 

guillotine. Before Lucie and Darnay are married, he is often at the house, although he 

keeps to the shadows and has little to say. Once the couple are wed, Carton asks if he can 

be a familiar friend of the house and family to come and go at odd times. Darnay’s 

confusion surrounding such a request is clarified by Lucie who defines Carton as a 

wounded man: “I would ask you dearest, to be very generous with him always, and very 

lenient on his faults when he is not by. I would ask you to believe that he has a heart he 

very, very seldom reveals, and that there are deep wounds in it. . . . I have seen it 

bleeding” (200). The man that her husband identifies as a “problem of carelessness and 
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recklessness” (200), Lucie perceives as a man who is “capable of good things, gentle 

things, even magnanimous things” (201). Such a description recalls John Chivery’s 

magnanimity towards his rival. Before Carton performs his most magnanimous act, 

Darnay is gracious enough to grant Carton his wish to be part of the family. He may 

come and go as a “privileged person”: “Some half-dozen times a year, at most, he 

claimed his privilege of coming in uninvited, and would sit among them through the 

evening, as he had once done often” (199, 203). Moreover he forges connections with 

Lucie’s and Darnay’s children. He is included as part of the extended family: “Carton 

was the first stranger to whom little Lucie held out her chubby arms, and he kept his 

place with her as she grew. The little boy had spoken of him, almost at the last. ‘Poor 

Carton! Kiss him for me!’” (203). Indeed, the author’s sympathy for Carton is apparent 

here as he explains the mystery that connects the rejected suitor to the beloved’s children: 

 And one other thing regarding him was whispered in the echoes,  

which has been whispered by all true echoes for ages and ages.   

No man ever really loved a woman, lost her, and knew her with a  

blameless though an unchanged mind, when she was a wife and a  

mother, but her children had a strange sympathy with him—an  

instinctive delicacy of pity for him. What fine hidden sensibilities are  

touched in such a case, no echoes tell; but it is so, and it was so here. (203). 

 From being without a centre, Carton becomes part of a family.  

The circumstances at the end of the novel propel Carton into action and make him 

more the man he has aspired to be. He is filled with energy in his desire to save the 

family. Miss Pross recounts the change: “there was a braced purpose in the arm and a 
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kind of inspiration in the eyes, which not only contradicted his light manner, but changed 

and raised the man” (286).  He urges Dr. Manette to speak again to the authorities after 

Darnay’s trial, and then he explains to Mr. Lorry, in a “manner . . . so fervent and 

inspiring,” his role in the plan (330). Even Darnay notes a change in Carton whose face is 

“so bright and remarkable” that Darnay believes him to be “an apparition” (335). Again, 

when Carton helps Darnay change clothes and effect the substitution, it is done “with a 

strength both of will and action, that appeared quite supernatural” (336).  

A Tale of Two Cities is really Sydney Carton’s story:  a dissolute suitor whose 

love motivates his actions to further the happiness of others.  In contrast to the restless 

figure he has been throughout the novel, in his death he is “sublime” and peaceful (360).  

The novel ends with his prophetic voice. He sees himself “resurrected” on earth in a child 

that bears his name, and he sees that the child will have a glorious career (361). While he 

himself has been unable to fulfill the potential of his early promise, he sees his namesake 

achieving great things. Carton’s death grants him honour, love, and a place in a family.  

In his final act, he is able to rid himself of that despondent, diseased self in death and be 

born anew.  Thus in the knowledge that he has been “recreated” and that his act will 

encourage good in others, the novel can end  with those dramatic words: “It is a far, far 

better thing that I do, than I have ever done; it is a far, far better rest that I go to, than I 

have ever known” (361).  

Carton’s apotheosis through love will seem far removed from the character of 

Tom Pinch (Martin Chuzzlewit), whose actions appear to be quotidian rather than heroic. 

However, while Carton comes into his own by ending his life, Tom is a character already 

acting in selfless ways.  The effect of being in love allows this selflessness to shine a little 
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brighter. It is easy in all the homage and praise of Tom to forget that he is, like Miss Tox, 

a comic figure, and that his appearance is laughable. Already a character formed by love, 

his unrequited love for Mary Graham educates him to the evil in the world. Tom Pinch’s 

character is such that he is offered as a hero, like Pickwick.   

Unlike Sydney Carton, who needs to declare his love to Lucie Manette, Tom is 

content with loving Mary quietly. He is first aware of her when she comes into the church 

to hear the organ and does not know at that time of her betrothal to Martin. He realizes 

that she has come into the church to hear the music and have some peace, and thus, even 

though he is taken with her, he does not venture to speak to her. He tells an amazed and 

uncomprehending Martin: “to have given her but a minute’s pleasure every day, I would 

have gone on playing the organ at those times until I was an old man; quite contented if 

she sometimes thought of a poor fellow like me, as a part of the music; and more than 

recompensed if she ever mixed me up with anything she liked as well as she liked that” 

(71). Tom’s selflessness is set here in contrast to Martin’s lack of regard for Mary’s 

feelings. Furthermore, though he loves Mary, Tom is willing to further her romance with 

Martin.  

Tom’s love of Mary educates him to the deceitfulness of his employer, Mr. 

Pecksniff. For years, he has heard apprentices speak ill of Mr. Pecksniff, but he will not 

even let his good friend John Westlock say anything negative about Mr. Pecksniff. It is 

not until Mary exposes him to Pecksniff’s lecherous ways and his wicked threat of 

blackmail that Tom is able to discern his hypocrisy. The love and trust he has in Mary 

enable him to bear the shame of being asked to leave Pecksniff’s employ. Though sadly 

disillusioned by Pecksniff, Tom does not take his disappointment to mean that all around 
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him are duplicitous individuals. In the same way that Miss Tox’s life becomes more 

liberated through her love of Mr. Dombey, Tom’s world becomes wider. He moves to 

London, rescues his sister from her job as a governess, and is given a library job that sets 

him on a better financial footing and suits his talents. While it is later revealed that his 

benefactor is Martin Chuzzlewit Senior, this discovery does not detract from his 

initiative.  

Tom’s response to his love for Mary is very rational. He accepts that Mary is 

betrothed to Martin “by her own choice and free consent,” and he does not allow himself 

to think of his love for Mary as anything more than a dream, “as something that might 

possibly have happened under very different circumstances, but which can never be” 

(655). Striving for this kind of self-control, and having done all he can to further Mary’s 

romance with Martin, he finds it very difficult when young Martin accuses him of being 

an unfaithful friend, taking advantage of Martin’s absence and pressing his suit on Mary. 

Tom’s reaction to this false charge illustrates a growth in his character. While he might 

have accepted such an accusation from Pecksniff and believed that he had unwittingly or 

unintentionally done something wrong, he states boldly: “there is no truth whatever in the 

impression under which you labour . . . I can honestly say that I have been true to you, 

and to myself” (652). Tom’s tears tell of his grief at being thought ungentlemanly, as well 

as his heartache (654). However, his heartache does not follow the usual trajectory of the 

plot of unrequited love. Unlike Arthur, who considers himself a “nobody” in the face of 

rejection by Pet Meagles, and John Chivery, who for a while is despondent, Tom has a 

realistic view of the situation. He tells his sister: 

You think of me Ruth . . . as if I were a character in a book; and you make  



 

154 

 

it a sort of poetical justice that I should, by some impossible means or other, 

come, at last, to marry the person I love.  But there is a much higher justice  

than poetical justice . . . and it does not order events upon the same principle. 

Accordingly, people who read about heroes in books, and choose to make  

heroes of themselves out of books, consider it a very fine thing to be  

discontented and gloomy, and misanthropical, and perhaps a little  

blasphemous, because they cannot have everything ordered for their  

individual accommodation. Would you like me to become one of that  

sort of people?  (655-56)   

Tom is, of course, a character in a book; however, along with such characters as Miss 

Tox, John Chivery, and Sydney Carton, he realizes he can function within a new plot line 

of unrequited love that is energetic and cheerful. That Tom can even dream of a 

possibility of a romance offers a new plot line where characters may not be as beautiful 

as the typical hero and heroine.  The emotion he feels does not have an appropriate 

defining word or phrase. It is neither happy nor sad, for what he feels—“whatever name 

it may justly bear”—“renders [him] more sensible of affection and attachment, and 

softens [him] in fifty ways” (656).   

Tom Pinch and Sydney Carton do not suffer the plight of the rejected. They both 

love individuals who have already made their choices, and they rest content in love, a 

non-demanding and inspiring love. It is Tom’s goodness, more than anything, which 

softens those about him. His selfless response to his unrequited love is a result of that 

selflessness that has already been a part of him. Although at first Martin Chuzzlewit 

Senior mistrusts Tom’s goodness, he happily confesses his mistake: “Tom . . . had come 
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like summer rain upon his heart; and had disposed it to believe in better things” (692).  

More than that, he finds that through “the goodness and simplicity, the honour and the 

manly faith of Tom” he has “softened more and more” (692). Martin Junior also 

confesses that before going to America he has not understood Tom because his own 

selfishness obscured his vision, and John Westlock acknowledges that as he grows older 

he appreciates Tom all the more. At the banquet celebrating the love of the three couples 

(Ruth Pinch and John Westlock, Martin Chuzzlewit Junior and Mary Graham, and Mark 

Tapley and Mrs. Lupin), Tom is honoured, not forgotten:  

They all took their tone from Tom. Everybody drank to him, everybody looked  

to him, everybody thought of him, everybody loved him. If he so much as laid  

down his knife and fork, somebody put out a hand to shake with him. Martin and  

Mary had taken him aside before dinner, and spoken to him so heartily of the time  

to come: laying such fervent stress upon the trust they had in his completion of  

their felicity, by his society and closest friendship; that Tom was positively  

moved to tears. (704)  

Tom is surrounded and acknowledged by all those who love him. That he is without a 

partner in this celebration of romance does not make him less manly. Indeed, his is a 

“manly faith” and his goodness secures for him a “deep tranquil peace of mind” (692). 

While his faith is qualified by gender, his actions show that virtues transcend gender.
100

  

                                                 

100
 This would be one of those instances where Dickens feels at home in both an essentialist and a 

constructionist world. 
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The end of the novel indicates how many individuals have learned to appreciate 

selflessness as they raise their glasses to Tom.
101

   

The selfless love, or growing-into-selfless-love, of Miss Tox, John Chivery, Pip, 

Sydney Carton, and Tom Pinch is presented by Dickens as a quality for which both men 

and women should strive. Controlling feelings of jealousy and anger and suffering the 

pain of a broken heart enlarge these characters. Contrary to the conventional Victorian 

understanding, it is not marriage that makes these men manly; rather, it is their love-

inspired action in the face of their own suffering.  Self-sacrifice, a characteristic often 

associated with Victorian women, is an attribute that these bachelors either have or strive 

to attain. In the context of Dickens’s novels, self-sacrifice becomes disconnected from 

gender. Miss Tox’s clear sense of identity by the conclusion of the novel also 

demonstrates the wonderful paradox that self-sacrifice is a finding of oneself.  As all the 

characters endeavor to show their love, they become more the persons they wish to be. 

Miss Tox becomes a favorite in the Dombey family; John Chivery is bold enough to 

write his name and deeds in a new epitaph; Pip is debt-free and gainfully employed, 

reconciled with Biddy and Joe; Sydney Carton envisions the bright path carried out by his 

namesake; and Tom Pinch brings happiness to all around him. 
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“eludes conventional categories” (182) because he is both “virtuous” and “grotesque” (182, 181).  
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Chapter Four: Independent Women 

I mean, what is a woman? I assure you, I do not know. I do not believe  

that you know. I do not believe that anybody can know until she has expressed  

herself in all the arts and professions open to human skill. That indeed is one  

of the reasons why I have come here—out of respect for you, who are in process  

of showing us by your experiments what a woman is, who are in process of  

providing us, by your failures and successes, with that extremely important  

piece of information.  (Woolf 286) 

 

In a Victorian world where most single women would be governesses, 

companions, aunts, and daughters, Dickens offers his readers female characters that I 

designate as “independent women.”
102

  These are women who live their lives not seeking 

marriage, nor appearing to want it. They are still relational beings and form emotional 

ties and attachments to others, but they are independent from societal conventions. They 

either unwittingly or actively seek to live outside of the ordinary conventions of the day. 

The independent women of Dickens’s novels are indicated not only through their  

physical appearance, but also through their independence of spirit, their choice not to be 

married, their skills in a place of  business as well as at home, their intellect, their 

discipline, and their reason.  The stereotypical spinster discussed in earlier chapters was 
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that of the desiring undesirable: the older, no longer attractive woman who blatantly 

desires a man, any man.  The spinsters I am dealing with in this chapter follow the 

convention of the powerful witch, or in Auerbach’s terms, the “demon” (110). These are 

the women that earlier ages would have burned as witches, but in Victorian society, “their 

dark power of misrule became largely unmentionable” (Woman 111). However, while 

this “power” is trivialized or diminished in portrayals of angelic or comic spinsters, it is 

apparent in those women who are designated as unnatural and masculine.  

To be called a masculine woman in the Victorian era certainly invited “reproach 

and derision” (Johnson 128).  Dr. Walter Johnson describes the social predicament for 

women who would like to be strong. He states that the “fear of being labeled masculine” 

encourages women “to voluntarily enfeeble and enervate their bodies, weaken the force 

of their intellect and yield themselves the willing slaves of sentimental emotions” (128). 

This prejudice against strong and intelligent women is pervasive in fiction and conduct 

books.  An older officer in the gothic novel The Munster Cottage Boy (1820) exclaims, 

“effeminate men and masculine women—why, there’s not a metamorphose in Ovid half 

so monstrous” (Roche 48).  Almost forty years later, Reverend  J. Watts Lethbridge in 

Woman: the Glory of Man (1859) suggests that medicine and nursing are natural tasks for 

a woman, but asks: “Is it possible to conceive of a woman sitting down to read law-

books? To her such reading would not only be as barren as a sandy desert, but of all 

things the abomination of desolation” (160).  Women who would enjoy the reading of 

law are considered “masculine” and together with “feminine men” are “regarded as lusus 
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naturae,” a “luckless accident” when translated literally, or simply an unnatural being 

(161).
103

  Josiah Gilbert Holland, in his conduct book Titcomb’s Letters to Young People, 

Single and Married, makes a point of dismissing from his readership any woman who is 

“masculine” for he “deem[s] masculine women” to be “abnormal women” (86).
104

  In 

Holland’s view, intelligent women or “masculine women” are truly marginalized. 

Hannah Lawrance, in her review “Mrs Browning’s Poetry,” reveals the prejudices against 

intelligent women: “If a girl had a thoughtful and original intellect, a schoolmistress of 

the type of Aurora’s aunt would consider her a monster. . . . such a young lady would be 

hated by her playmates. . . . They would think her masculine and unwomanly” (363).   

The prejudice against strong women is pervasive. George Carless Swayne writing under 

the pseudonym “Tlepolemus,” for his article “The Paris Exhibition” in Blackwood’s 

Edinburgh Magazine in 1855, describes the tender expression of a rugged male peasant in 

a painting by Amélie Lindegren and cannot help offering a comment on gender 

difference. Swayne authoritatively dictates this “truth”: “The sternest and strongest men 
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 Holland’s conduct book was widely read. It was first published in the United States in 1858, and within 

six years it had reached its 40
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 edition.  It was also published in England as The Friendly Counsellor, or 

Advice to Young Men and Women, by W. Cobbett, H. W. Beecher, and T. Titcomb in London, and  by 

Ward, Lock and Tyler in 1876. And the Catalogue of Printed Books in the British Library (Vol. 23) records 

the volume under its original title: Titcomb’s Letters to Young People, Single and Married, Rewritten by an 

English Editor, 1874. 
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have ever a soft side to their nature; the only beings who are consistently and thoroughly 

hard are masculine women” (606). Men may be allowed to be feminine, but masculine 

women are deemed to lose their feminine identity.  

Against such opinions centred on gender differentiation were discussions that 

sought to transcend biology and focus on humanity. Harriet Taylor Mill, in The 

Enfranchisement of Women in 1851, thus draws on the rights of the “individual”: “We 

deny the right of any portion of the species to decide for another portion, or any 

individual for another individual, what is and what is not their ‘proper sphere.’ The 

proper sphere for all human beings is the largest and highest which they are able to attain 

to” (100). Positing a similar idea two decades earlier, Sarah Hale in The Ladies’ 

Magazine and Literary Gazette sees men and women as embodying aspects of each other. 

She posits an androgynous spirit in all humans: “spirits have no sex. Men are masculine 

women and women female men; we have each of us a vital spark from God, which can 

only blaze when it is kindled by improvement” (511).  Harriet Mill exposes how society 

has sought to create roles for each gender and to qualify essential natures: “many persons 

think they have sufficiently justified the restrictions on women’s field of action, when 

they have said that the pursuits from which women are excluded are unfeminine, and that 

the proper sphere of women is not politics or publicity, but private and domestic life” 

(100). Harriet’s husband, John Stuart Mill, also articulated society’s part in establishing 

gender roles: “What is now called the nature of women is an eminently artificial thing—

the result of forced repression in some directions, unnatural stimulation in others” (148). 

Delineating women as “masculine,” then, is revealed as a construct that ridicules a 
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woman for stepping out of a carefully delineated and restrictive set of societal 

conventions.  

While there are these attempts to diminish the old maid in Victorian society, 

Auerbach notes that “in the fervent vision of some less orthodox writers, she becomes a 

figure we do not expect: an authentic female hero, with angelic and demonic capacities 

shaping the proud uniqueness of her life” (111). Dickens, as an author who happily uses 

the term “masculine woman” to ridicule such characters, would hardly be considered a 

less orthodox writer; however, he too offers examples of “authentic female hero[es].”  He 

is able to use such a commonplace and demeaning term while simultaneously questioning 

its meaning and construction. Depending on the character described, this ambiguity 

encourages the reader to resist the negative connotations of the term and explore the 

multiplicity of meaning in it. In David Copperfield we are aware that Miss Murdstone’s 

masculine and bushy eyebrows correspond to her rigid sense of discipline and that Miss 

Trotwood’s masculine attire and manner are chosen to ensure her singleness.  Sally 

Brass’s masculinity is ambiguous in The Old Curiosity Shop:  while she physically 

resembles her brother and even sports a moustache, she also is depicted as being the way 

she is because of her legal education.  She is schooled in a manly profession and appears 

utterly oblivious to the expectations of society.  Dickens explores society’s response to 

the “masculine woman,” and ultimately he celebrates the variety of such characters and 

grants them a voice. Their stories are vocalized and not suppressed.  

Miss Pross, Lucie Manette’s housekeeper, cook, and companion, in A Tale of Two 

Cities, is a woman whose masculine nature appears to be biologically determined. She is 

strong enough to send Mr. Lorry, the lawyer, “flying back against the nearest wall” when 
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she pushes him out of the way (29). Her strength, together with her eccentric dress and 

abrupt speech, is such that Mr. Lorry is sure she is a man. While Mr. Lorry puzzles over 

her gender, the text allows her to be a “wild-looking woman” (29). Mr. Lorry observes 

that she seems to be red all over, mostly on account of her red hair, and that she is 

“dressed in some extraordinary tight-fitting fashion,” and that she has on her head “a 

most wonderful bonnet like a Grenadier wooden measure, and good measure too, or a 

great Stilton cheese” (29). Her dress is unconventional, and her manners are also not 

those of a young woman. She addresses Mr. Lorry as “you in brown” and accuses him of 

frightening Lucie to death (30). Her strength is of great importance in the last chapters as 

she struggles with Madame Defarge. She refuses to let Madame Defarge check on the 

house because she wishes to allow as much time as possible for Lucie and her family to 

flee, and she holds her fast: “Miss Pross, with the vigorous tenacity of love, always so 

much stronger than hate, clasped her tight, and even lifted her from the floor in the 

struggle that they had” (353). Miss Pross endures the struggles of Madame Defarge in the 

knowledge that she is the stronger. When she sees that Madame Defarge has got hold of 

the gun she strikes at it, and it is Madame Defarge who falls down dead. The eccentric 

quality of Miss Pross’s face comes now to her aid, for she does not look quite as though 

she has just come through a fierce struggle. She does have a veil on her hat, but that her 

face is not very feminine also is beneficial: “By good fortune . . . she was naturally so 

peculiar in appearance as not to show disfigurement like any other woman. She needed 

both advantages, for the marks of griping fingers were deep in her face, and her hair was 

torn, and her dress . . . was clutched and dragged a hundred ways” (354). Miss Pross’s 

physical strength, coupled with her fierce love for Lucie, is crucial in the family’s escape.  
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Miss Pross’s masculine strength and fearlessness is juxtaposed with the domestic 

care she gives to Lucie and the magic she performs in the kitchen.  Her skills are shown 

to be extraordinary and link her with witches and magical godmothers. Her artistry lies in 

her ability to take simple food and create delicious meals. She has acquired the French 

“culinary mysteries” to such an extent that she is regarded by the other domestics as a 

“Sorceress, or Cinderella’s Godmother: who would send out for a fowl, a rabbit, a 

vegetable or two from the garden and change them into anything she please[s]” (95). Her 

witchlike qualities may also be demonstrated in her knowledge that Mr. Lorry has been 

“cut out for a bachelor . . . before [he was] put in [his] cradle” (186). On the day of 

Lucie’s wedding, Mr. Lorry has some regrets that he could have had a Mrs. Lorry in his 

life, and Miss Pross sorts this out for him. She indicates very decidedly that some 

individuals are born to be bachelors. Such a decided view on human sexuality may also 

indicate that she herself knows that she is a spinster by nature.  

Although she has her domestic staff seeing her as magical, she is anything but. 

Her humanity is apparent in her love of Lucie. Lucie has lived with her since the age of 

ten, and she is very jealous of what she calls the “crowds and multitudes of people 

turning up . . . to take Ladybird’s affections” from her (91).
105

 The “crowds” are only Mr. 

Darnay, but his presence causes Miss Pross to “suddenly become afflicted with a 
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 Miss Pross’s jealousy of Lucie is not as possessive as Miss Wade’s love for her friend (Little Dorrit). 

She voices her jealousy, and her emotional upheaval is manifested physically, but she does not allow her 

emotion to get in the way of Lucie’s happiness.  
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twitching in the head and body” (96). Her jealousy initiates this “fit of the jerks” as she 

calls it herself, and she leaves the room rather than stay to watch Lucie being courted. 

Mr. Lorry describes Miss Pross and her relationship with Lucie:  “Mr. Lorry knew Miss 

Pross to be very jealous, but he also knew her by this time to be, beneath the surface of 

her eccentricity, one of those unselfish creatures—found only among women—who will, 

for pure love and admiration, bind themselves willing slaves, to youth when they have 

lost it, to beauty that they never had, to accomplishments that they were never fortunate 

enough to gain, to bright hopes that never shone upon their own somber lives”  (91-2).
106

 

As for Mr. Lorry’s sexist remark suggesting that unselfishness is “found only among 

women,” we have already seen this questioned in such characters as Tom Pinch and John 

Chivery (Martin Chuzzlewit and Little Dorrit). While such words create ambiguity within 

Dickens’s texts, they can also be read as part of Mr. Lorry’s chivalrous character and his 

limitations. His words also underline the complexity of Miss Pross, who is a combination 

of feminine and masculine traits. Indeed, Miss Pross joins the list of spinster and bachelor 

angels as Mr. Lorry again explains that she is “much nearer to the lower Angels than 

many ladies immeasurably better got up both by Nature and Art . . .” (92). This “wild red 

woman” may not look very feminine, but she exhibits the inner qualities of the Angels.  
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 Miss Pross is also very attached to her brother Solomon and believes that he is a worthy gentleman even 

though Mr. Lorry knows that he has spent all her money and left her (TTC 284). In this, she becomes one 

with such characters as Miss Havisham  (Great Expectations); Emily, Miss Dartle, and Miss Trotwood 

(David Copperfield); and Miss Wade (Little Dorrit), who have all been duped by the men they love.   
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The penultimate chapter ends with Miss Pross’s victory and the knowledge that Lucie 

and her family are safe. The final chapter ends with Sydney Carton and his death. The 

actions of the spinster and the bachelor work together to keep their beloved Lucie free 

from harm. Crossing over the boundaries of conventional gendered activities, Sydney’s 

self-sacrificial actions and Miss Pross’s pugilistic actions prove them not to be limited by 

gendered roles. She becomes one of Auerbach’s “authentic” old maids (Woman 145) and 

he, an angel. 

While Miss Pross is a good angel, Miss Murdstone (David Copperfield) is 

“widely viewed as a prime example of the sinister demonic old maid that Auerbach 

describes . . . her power being malevolent and destructive” (Schroeder 269). Certainly 

Miss Murdstone is malevolent and destructive, but her powers are limited. Indeed, 

Dickens creates a character here that is an ambiguous mix of determined and culturally 

acquired qualities. She is the stereotypical extreme to Rachael Wardle of The Pickwick 

Papers. While Rachael is the spinster aunt ridiculed for her desire to marry, Miss 

Murdstone is ridiculed for her masculine ways. These two characters indicate the 

constrained life offered, at that time, to unmarried women. They each remain with a 

married brother: Rachael has the double duty of looking after nieces and an aging parent, 

while Miss Murdstone is to help her brother and his family, if he has one. The similarities 

end there as Rachael becomes the desiring spinster ready to elope with Mr. Jingle, while 

Miss Murdstone is the epitome of the terrifying masculine female. She is her brother’s 

twin in form and feature: “a gloomy-looking lady she was; dark, like her brother . . . with 

very heavy eyebrows, nearly meeting over her large nose, as if, being disabled by the 

wrongs of her sex from wearing whiskers, she had carried them to that account” (DC 45). 
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Her masculinity and unnaturalness are also evident in that she is a woman with a “turn for 

business” and is “moved by nothing” (123). She lacks any maternal feeling, announcing 

to David upon meeting him that she does not like boys, and she ensures that he gets into 

trouble (45). She lies in wait for Clara to help David with his lessons and encourages her 

brother to flog him for his poor performance. Furthermore she believes that the servants 

have a man secreted on the premises: “Under the influence of this delusion, she dived 

into the coal-cellar at the most untimely hours, and scarcely ever opened the door of a 

dark cupboard without clapping it to again, in the belief that she had got him” (46). This 

apparent antipathy towards men could also be interpreted as the older spinster’s desire for 

a man as she is thinking about them at the “most untimely hours.”  

 The softer nature of David’s mother, Clara, is juxtaposed with the hard masculine 

nature of Miss Murdstone. Her masculine appearance is evidence of a masculinity that 

pervades her being. Even her luggage and her accessories mark her as a hard individual. 

She carries “two uncompromising hard black boxes” and her purse is kept in a “jail of a 

bag which hung upon her arm by heavy chains” (45).  Adorning herself with “little steel 

fetters and rivets,” she is a “metallic lady” (45). When David is locked in his room for 

biting Mr. Murdstone, it is Miss Murdstone who becomes his jailer, performing her tasks 

dutifully and self-righteously (56-57).
107
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 Miss Murdstone’s role as David’s jail-keeper links her to Miss Miggs of Barnaby Rudge, who becomes 

a professional jail-keeper of women (657). 
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What prevents this sketch from confirming Miss Murdstone’s character as only 

rooted in biology is that she exhibits the same “firmness” of spirit as her brother. The 

quality of firmness is revealed to transcend gender and have its grounding in a certain 

understanding of religion and life. David explains: “Firmness . . . was the grand quality 

on which both Mr. and Miss Murdstone took their stand. . . . it was another name for 

tyranny; and for a certain gloomy, arrogant, devil’s humour, that was in them both” (47). 

The Murdstone brand of firmness is the same “firmness” we have seen in such characters 

as Scrooge, Ralph Nickleby, and Compeyson, one that reduces individuals to objects. The 

business side of Miss Murdstone reduces “everything to pen and ink,” and as she 

scratches “composedly with a hard pen” she never relaxes or softens (123). When David 

comes home for his mother’s funeral, Miss Murdstone’s only regard for him concerns his 

clothes. After a brief interlude as Dora’s companion, Miss Murdstone is once again in the 

domestic establishment of her brother. Dr. Chillip’s wife confirms to David that the 

brother and sister team have brought the new bride to a “state of imbecility.”  What was 

once a “lively young woman” has been destroyed by the “gloom and austerity” (812) of 

the siblings. The murdering pair destroy those whom they profess to love (Clara and the 

new wife), and their actions will eventually lead to their own destruction, for, as Mrs. 

Chillip remarks, “they are turned inward, to feed upon their own hearts, and their own 

hearts are very bad feeding” (813). The masculine qualities Miss Murdstone possesses 

which might allow her to live a more independent life are used to control others.   

Similar to Miss Pross in her eccentricities, and to Miss Murdstone in her 

masculine ways and discipline, is David Copperfield’s great aunt, Miss Betsey Trotwood. 

Legally married, but separated, Miss Trotwood is neither spouse nor spinster and thus 
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inhabits an unnamed position that automatically sets her apart from society. However, in 

order to protect her secret and herself, she poses as a spinster, and it is as a spinster that 

the reader is introduced to her. Miss Trotwood’s antipathy towards men and initial “firm” 

ways link her with the masculine Miss Murdstone. However, Miss Trotwood transcends 

the negative stereotype and demonstrates the balance that can be achieved when heart and 

head work together. Moreover, Miss Trotwood’s masculinity in some regards is self-

conscious and on the level of a performance, and thus Dickens demonstrates more fully 

the artificiality of gender. A positive figure of an independent woman, Miss Betsey 

Trotwood can take her place, with Miss Pross, as a “female hero” (Auerbach, Woman 

111). 

 Auerbach’s heroic spinster is of course a twentieth-century category, and Betsey 

Trotwood is hardly perceived in this light by her community.  Her independent status 

gives rise to conventional ridicule.  When David Copperfield asks for directions to his 

aunt’s house, the responses reveal the unease surrounding such a lone female figure: 

 I inquired about my aunt among the boatmen first, and received various  

 answers. One said she lived in the South Foreland Light, and had singed 

 her whiskers by doing so; another, that she was made fast to the great buoy 

 outside the harbour, and could only be visited at half-tide; a third that she was  

 locked up in Maidstone Jail for child-stealing; a fourth, that she was seen to  

 mount a broom in the last high wind, and make direct for Calais. (182) 

Although these “jocose” and “disrespectful” remarks are an “innocent” ruse to scare the 

young boy, they also reveal the boatmen’s and flydrivers’ attitudes about Miss 

Trotwood’s eccentricities and her single status.  In attributing whiskers to her, they 
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highlight her lack of femininity. The later descriptions and especially the last establish 

her as a dangerous individual who needs to be “made fast” or “locked up.”  That she 

would desire what she cannot have—a child—reinforces singleness as an “unnatural” 

state. The last description establishes her as a witch and emphasizes her sexuality as she 

flies to France—a libertine place in English eyes. Thus society’s varying views on the 

solitary woman—they all agree she is dangerous and should be contained or removed.
108

  

For Betsey Trotwood, the role of the spinster provides her with freedom. While it 

might make her the point of jokes, it also protects her from the moral censure of society 

which would judge her still more harshly for her separation from her husband. Even 

while she revels in flouting society’s gender conventions, one should remember that she 

has at an earlier point actually chosen the more conventional part.  David relates her 

history as he has heard it from his mother:  

Miss Trotwood, or Miss Betsey . . . had been married to a husband  

younger than herself, who was very handsome, except in the sense  

of the homely adage, ‘handsome is, that handsome does’—for he was  

strongly suspected of having beaten Miss Betsey, and even of having  

once, on a disputed question of supplies, made some hasty but determined 

 arrangements to throw her out of a two pair of stairs’ window. (3) 
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 Amy Louise Erickson in Women and Property notes that “single women were always more likely to 

have been stigmatized for their lack of spouse than single men; and there is some evidence that the women 

accused of witchcraft tended to be unmarried or widowed” (192).  
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Unlike Merry Chuzzlewit  of Martin Chuzzlewit, who cannot be rid of her abusive 

husband Jonas (except through his death), Miss Trotwood has the financial independence 

to effect a separation from her husband by “pay[ing] him off” (3).  Miss Trotwood’s spirit 

of independence and bravery is shown through this act. Thus, she takes “her maiden 

name again, [buys] a cottage in a hamlet on the sea-coast a long way off, establishe[s] 

herself there as a single woman with one servant, and [is] understood to live secluded, 

ever afterwards,  in an inflexible retirement” (3).  Miss Trotwood chooses an isolated 

setting, a place where she is not known, and becomes a single woman once more. In 

returning to her own name, “Trotwood,” she pretends that this episode in her life has 

never happened. Yet she has not come through it quite unscathed.   

She may not have whiskers, but Miss Trotwood’s desire to cultivate a masculine 

exterior is one way of protecting herself from nosy neighbours as well as from potential 

suitors. The experience she has gone through has allowed her to be removed from the 

conventions of society. Although David recognizes a woman’s shape from a distance, the 

individual is wearing a “gardening pocket like a tollman’s apron.” He also notices that 

she has “some linen at her throat not unlike a shirt-collar, and things at her wrists like 

little shirt-wristbands” (184, 189).  A “new woman” before her time, she eschews 

women’s fashion, opting for comfort and practicality. Even though her dress is a 

feminine lavender colour, it is “scantily made, as if she desired to be as little encumbered 

as possible” (189).  She also wears her bonnet to suit her comfort, “without at all 

deferring to the prejudices of civilization on that subject” (587).  Her accessories and 

manners indicate a less than feminine demeanor and she wears a gentleman’s gold watch 

(189).   
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It is ambiguous as to whether her more masculine appearance cultivates a more 

outspoken character, or if this has always been a part of Miss Trotwood’s personality. 

She does admit that she has been a “grumpy, frumpy, wayward sort of a woman, a good 

many years” and that she means to remain this way (621-22). While the The Oxford 

English Dictionary indicates that “wayward” means “disposed to go against the wishes or 

advice of others,” it is the second meaning of “conforming to no fixed rule or principle of 

conduct” that really describes Miss Trotwood.  She has quite literally turned away from 

societal conventions.   Dora’s (very feminine) aunts are shocked at Miss Trotwood’s 

eccentricities and regard her as a “somewhat masculine lady, with a strong 

understanding.” This is primarily because she walks at “extraordinary times,” does not 

use the fly-conveyance, and “expresses heretical opinions” (DC 587).  Even her nephew 

(David’s father) used to say that “she seldom conducted herself like any ordinary 

Christian” and David’s mother understands her to be someone who is “accustomed to 

being obeyed” (4).  Kate Flint acknowledges that “age and experience have certainly 

given David’s aunt, Betsey Trotwood, a feistiness and a wisdom which combine to make 

her one of the strongest, most independent-minded of all Dickens’s fictional women 

characters” (45). Miss Betsey Trotwood is undoubtedly a formidable presence as she says 

and does what she wills.   

  Miss Trotwood’s personality has also been shaped by her past and the abusive 

relationship with her husband. Like Miss Havisham, she blames her emotions, her heart 

and her desire (she found her husband very handsome), for her poor choice.  However, 

while Miss Havisham exposes her broken heart, Miss Trotwood tries to bury her “nearly 

broken” heart:  “she put all that sort of sentiment, once and for ever in a grave, and filled 
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it up, and flattened it down” (670).  Both women respond to their trauma similarly, 

although Betsey Trotwood’s reactions are less extreme.  In the belief that emotion and 

things of the heart are feminine, they work hard to become “masculine”—more rational 

and less emotional—and  they both wish to pass on the wisdom gained from their 

experience to the next generation of women.  

While Miss Havisham wishes to break men’s hearts, Miss Trotwood simply 

reveals “an antipathy to men” (Schroeder and Schroeder 272).
109

  The reader is given this 

impression of Miss Trotwood when she arrives at the Rookery for the birth of her 

“goddaughter.” The effect she has on the innocent Dr. Chillip is such that he is more 

comfortable sitting on the steps in the dark and cold than in the parlour with Miss 

Trotwood (DC 10).  And when she learns that her “namesake-to-be” is a boy, she 

disappointedly stalks out of the house. She exhibits no care for the fatherless boy or the 

very young mother. This rejection of the male becomes a household ritual as Betsey 

insists on keeping boys from leading their donkeys onto the lawn in front of her house. 

Perhaps the little piece of grass is a metaphor for her heart, that must not be trampled on, 

for Betsey Trotwood is obsessive about keeping the donkeys (i.e. men) away from her 

property (i.e. herself).  While Janet, the maid, warns the riders, Betsey Trotwood seizes 

the donkey’s bridle, leads him off the green and boxes the boys’ ears (190).  Nor is she 
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 While Miss Murdstone’s great “antipathy” towards men seems to be a part of her “masculine” nature, 

Miss Trotwood’s past gives her reason for her anger. For a fuller discussion on the two women see 

Schroeder and Schroeder, “Betsey Trotwood and Jane Murdstone: Dickensian Doubles.”  
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put off by older boys: David sees his aunt “engage, single-handed, with a sandy-headed 

lad of fifteen, and bump his sandy head against her own gate . . .” (191).  She is so used 

to this action that when David finally has found his aunt’s house and is wondering what 

to do, she stalks out of the house, brandishing a “great knife” which she “chops in the air” 

to underscore her dismissal of him: “Go along! No boys here!” (184-87). Miss 

Trotwood’s aggression is under control in that she only mimes this violent act, yet her 

violent response shows her need to protect herself, to protect her female servants as she 

warns them off marriage (with little success), and possibly to try and educate a younger 

male generation. Perhaps she understands that boys who cannot be respectful of other 

people’s property will become aggressive men who cannot be respectful of women.   

Miss Betsey Trotwood gains from her experiences not just lingering peculiarities, 

but also wisdom. In desiring to have as little to do with men as possible, she also desires 

to change those aspects of her character that allowed her experience to take place. She 

blames her emotions and her heart for her poor choice, just as Miss Havisham does. And 

both Miss Havisham and Miss Trotwood blame the education they have received and 

desire to change it for others. Women must be taught to use their heads as well as their 

hearts when it comes to marriage. She wishes to take part in her goddaughter’s education 

to ensure that the child will avoid similar mistakes. Had David Copperfield been a girl, 

Betsey Trotwood would have been part of her life from her birth: 

From the moment of this girl’s birth . . . I intend to be her friend.  I  

intend to be her godmother, and I beg you’ll call her Betsey Trotwood 

Copperfield.  There must be no mistakes in life with this Betsey Trotwood.   

There must be no trifling with her affections, poor dear. She must be well  
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brought up, and well guarded from reposing any foolish confidences where  

they are not deserved. I must make that my care. (emphasis in original, 7).  

This is the voice of experience.  It is also the voice of regret as it recalls the lack of sound 

advice in her own upbringing.  This voice warns against trusting only in one’s desires. 

While Miss Havisham raises Estella without a heart, so that she can be the “breaker of 

hearts,” Betsey Trotwood is more circumspect. She wants the second Betsey to use her 

mind as well as her heart when it comes to choosing love, so that confidences are not 

placed “where they are not deserved” (7). Her brief and unhappy marriage has taught her 

to balance her head with her heart, to distrust the desires that can arise from a “fine-

looking man” (670). Furthermore, in parenting a boy, she gives advice to both genders 

for she often uses an imaginary sister to encourage David in his behavior: “your sister 

Betsey Trotwood would have told me what she thought of anyone, directly. Be as like 

your sister as you can and speak out” (198). She urges him to model himself on an 

articulate, rational girl.  

Miss Trotwood becomes a woman who defies societal expectations in her need to 

do what is right. As a victim herself of domestic abuse, she knows she is fortunate to 

have escaped. Her experience allows her to empathize, to place other people’s feelings 

above her own, to think beyond herself, and to seek justice. Although Mr. Dick’s 

deceased father leaves him to the care of his brother, the brother does not “like to have 

him visible about his house” and intends to “shut him up for life” (199).  Miss Trotwood, 

as a “distant connexion” of the family, denies his madness and offers to have Mr. Dick 

live with her. She is ready to challenge the world’s view of madness and social propriety.  

In caring for him, she accepts his “peculiarities” and understands them. Explaining his 
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short name to David she remarks, “He can’t bear his name. That’s a peculiarity of his. 

Though I don’t know that it’s much of a peculiarity, either; for he has been ill-used 

enough, by some that bear it, to have a mortal antipathy for it” (197).  Miss Trotwood 

also provides further understanding when she explains that Mr. Dick’s illness came about 

through his fear of his elder brother and his sadness and worry about his favourite sister 

who marries a man who makes her “wretched” (200). It is clear that he needs help with 

the management of his money (he is ready to give all he has to David when the latter goes 

to school), and with certain social niceties (242).  Miss Betsey gives him warning signs if 

he is jingling his money for too long or smiling inappropriately (192).  However, Miss 

Betsey also treats him as a normal human being and draws out his good sense.  She tells 

him not to be a fool when he has come into the living room laughing, begs him to be 

serious, and he is so “immediately” (188). By appealing to his good sense, discretion, and 

wisdom, she gains his cooperation.  She values and seeks his opinion and has high 

expectations of him: “How can you pretend to be wool-gathering, Dick, when you are as 

sharp as a surgeon’s lancet?” (188). She is sincere in her questioning of Dick and it is 

Dick’s advice that is followed. When Betsey is unsure of what to do with David, he 

suggests that they look after his physical comforts: “wash him,” and “have him measured 

for a suit of clothes” (189, 207). She indicates her appreciation for Mr. Dick by asking 

him to be a joint guardian of David. In offering Mr. Dick a home she reveals that she has 

not completely buried her heart.  Indeed, Mr. Dick’s presence in the house prepares Miss 

Betsey Trotwood to become a parent to David.   

Just as she becomes an advocate for Mr. Dick, so she becomes an advocate for 

David. Miss Trotwood’s prior experience has taught her about the ways of the world. She 
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is careful not to accept David into her care until after her interview with the Murdstones. 

Although David has the sense that his aunt is sympathetic to his plight, she says nothing 

to give him hope (191). She finds out about David’s legal affairs (that he hasn’t any) and 

makes sure that the Murdstones really do not want him (205). Miss Trotwood also allows 

David a voice. She asks David if he wishes to be returned to the Murdstones. After 

everyone has spoken, she tells Mr. Murdstone that she “will take her chance with the 

boy” and that she does not believe anything they have said against him (207). It is at this 

point that she becomes David’s avenging angel.  She confronts Mr. Murdstone with a 

picture of his romance and the monstrous marriage it becomes: “who so smooth and silky 

as Mr. Murdstone at first!  The poor, benighted innocent had never seen such a man. He 

was made of sweetness. He worshipped her. He doted on her boy—tenderly doted on 

him! He was to be another father to him, and they were all to live together in a garden of 

roses, weren’t they? Ugh! Get along with you, do” (207).  She accuses Mr. Murdstone 

directly: “you were a tyrant to the simple baby, and you broke her heart. She was a loving 

baby . . . and through the best part of her weakness, you gave her the wounds she died of” 

(208). Her psychological insights are precise as she suggests that Mr. Murdstone now 

finds the sight of David “odious” because he has used the boy to torment Clara.  Betsey 

Trotwood’s insights, accusations, and fearlessness render the Murdstones speechless.  

Miss Betsey, as a masculine woman, pits herself against the masculine Miss Murdstone 

and her brother. She speaks for Clara who can no longer speak, and she speaks for David 

who would not be heard. She is the voice of the vulnerable.   

Miss Betsey Trotwood may be thought of as a witch by her community, and as 

unnatural and masculine by Dora’s aunts, but Dickens depicts her as another “authentic 
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female hero” (Auerbach, Woman 111).  She is a woman who remains true to her 

humanity. She reflects on her actions in order to rectify her mistakes. She is very human. 

Even as she accuses the Murdstones for their part in Clara’s death, she feels guilt for her 

lack of interest in Clara’s life. She has shown little patience for Clara, the “wax doll” who 

is first unable to produce a girl and then marries “a Murderer—or a man with a name like 

it” (193). On reflection she understands that she could have lessened Clara’s unhappiness. 

She tells David, “I look back on my life, child . . . and I think of some who are in their 

graves, with whom I might have been on kinder terms” (621). Her remorse and sympathy 

for Clara become the means of sound advice for David later on.  

The relationship she has with her husband also indicates her humanity. Although 

she has been able to separate herself from the man who has physically abused her, she 

still is prey to his demands. Dick is aware of a man who has “frightened” his friend (242-

43). While she still is distressed by his visits, she does help him out by providing him 

with money. She explains to David, “sooner than have him punished for his offences . . . I 

give him more money than I can afford, at intervals when he reappears, to go away.  I 

was a fool when I married him; and I am so far an incurable fool on that subject, that, for 

the sake of what I once believed him to be, I wouldn’t have even this shadow of my idle 

fancy hardly dealt with” (670). Miss Trotwood continues to help him out of respect for 

herself when she has believed him to be “the soul of honour” (670).  This “grumpy, 

frumpy story” of hers and her subsequent actions are far removed from the “rational” 

individual she hopes David will be. She provides her husband with a proper burial and 

mourns for the man she has thought he was. Her own undisciplined heart is apparent in 
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the words she uses: “He was a fine-looking man when I married him . . .” (670). She 

knows that she has valued appearance over character and placed sensibility over sense.  

Even with her shortcomings, Miss Betsey Trotwood stands out as an exceptional 

parent in a repertoire of neglectful parents (ie. Miss Havisham, Mr. Murdstone, Mr. 

Dombey).  Using her past experience and her current wisdom, her aim is to encourage 

David to be a “good, a sensible, and a happy man” (339).  Thus she counsels him when 

he starts school: “Never . . . be mean in anything; never be false; never be cruel” (218). In 

the references she makes to his hypothetical sister, Betsey Trotwood, she extends his 

mind beyond himself and to a feminine perspective. She wants to make him think about 

what his sister would do. This Betsey Trotwood, however, is not a conventional Victorian 

young lady who is submissive and sentimental. Rather, she would be “natural and 

rational,” as David is expected to be also.  The fictional sister epitomises every virtue that 

is missing from David. Miss Trotwood also wishes to allow David to become a “fine firm 

fellow” with a will of his own, with “strength of character that is not to be influenced, 

except on good reason, by anybody and anything” (268).  In giving this advice she 

remembers David’s parents and their lack of resolution. She tests his strength of character 

and morals when she tells him that she has lost more money than she really has. And she 

is happy to see that he rises to the occasion.  

Growing into a man means learning that balance of heart and head. Betsey is 

ready to exaggerate her financial losses to provide David with a financial lesson. He 

needs to know how to work hard, how to save money, and how to be financially 

independent. Beyond the practical concerns of daily living, she is also “David’s mentor in 

the business of disciplining his own heart, toughening up his character” (Eigner 5). That 
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she is unable to stop David Copperfield from falling headlong into the same marriage trap 

as his father and herself reveals the strength of desire over reason.  It also reveals that an 

“undisciplined heart” is not gender-related.  Men and women alike are subject to the 

misfortunes of misplaced affection.  While she knows that Agnes and David would be 

well matched for each other and make a happy home together, she must accept David’s 

decision to marry the impractical but lovable Dora.  She does try to make him think 

rationally about Dora, asking him if she is “silly” and “lightheaded,” and suggesting that 

it is an immature relationship, a “girl and boy attachment” which will not last (DC 489, 

490). She wants David to think about love rationally, about what he needs to do to sustain 

and improve himself.  The closest she comes to encouraging David to think of Agnes is 

when she states, “Earnestness is what that Somebody [David] must look for, to sustain 

him and improve him . . . Deep, downright, faithful earnestness” (489).   She tries to add 

reason to David’s desire by explaining the dull realities of life and that at present he is 

looking at life as a “party-supper-table kind of life” and that David and Dora are “like 

two pretty pieces of confectionery” (489). From her own experience, she understands the 

strength of desire and appeals to David’s reason. She wants to make him think less about 

the moment and more about the future. 

Once he is married, Miss Betsey Trotwood offers David the wisdom needed to 

prevent his marriage from becoming a mirror of his mother’s marriage to Mr. Murdstone. 

When David is dissatisfied with his wife’s inabilities to engage with his work (other than 

to pass him pens), or to manage domestic tasks, it is Betsey Trotwood who tells him to be 

gentle with her. She reminds him that although his expectations of a wife have changed, 

Dora has not changed. And thus she offers some of the best marriage advice ever given: 
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“It will be your duty, and it will be your pleasure too—of course I know that; I am not 

delivering a lecture—to estimate her (as you chose her) by the qualities she has and not 

by the qualities she may not have. The latter you must develop in her, if you can. And if 

you cannot, child . . . you must just accustom yourself to do without ’em” (622).   Betsey 

Trotwood is responsible for showing David how an unhappy situation may become a 

place for his maturation.  She encourages a disciplined heart and mind in David and 

discourages a Murdstone-like firmness.  David must remember that Dora has been his 

heart’s desire just as she is. While the novel encourages youth to choose a partner based 

on a well-disciplined heart through Annie Strong’s example, it also offers advice for a 

marriage where the partners are not as well-matched.
110

  Miss Trotwood’s advice to 

David indicates that the relationship between married couples is one that involves total 

acceptance of the other. It is possible to create and foster a happy marriage. 

Miss Trotwood is a formidable personality who, even at the end of the novel, is 

still her independent self. She is “an old woman of fourscore years and more, but upright 

yet, and a steady walker of six miles at a stretch in winter weather.” She is encircled by 

the domestic happiness that she helped to create, and is now a godmother to a “real living 

                                                 

110
 Annie reveals to her husband, Dr. Strong, her steadfast love for him, and that her past relationship with 

Cousin Maldon has been superficial:  “We had been little lovers once. If circumstances had not happened 

otherwise, I might have come to persuade myself that I really loved him, and might have married him, and 

been most wretched. There can be no disparity in marriage like unsuitability of mind and purpose” (643).  

Annie views that childish relationship as “the first mistaken impulse of [her] undisciplined heart” and 

credits her husband for saving her from it (644).  The theme of an “undisciplined heart” pervades the novel. 
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Betsey Trotwood” (852).  Like Mr. Peggotty, who also opens his arms to the homeless 

and needy, she proves that one does not need to be married to create a happy home. 

Betsey Trotwood enlarges our understanding of a masculine woman, by being such a 

positive model.
111

 She performs the part of a “masculine spinster” when she sets herself 

up at her cottage, and she subverts the notion of gender by defying gender conventions. 

Moreover, she posits a humanity that reconciles the heart and mind, and she does her best 

to teach this to David. Experience is her teacher, and in trying to do what is right she 

“shape[s] the proud uniqueness of her life” (Auerbach, Woman 111).  

Sally Brass, of The Old Curiosity Shop, is another independent woman whose 

masculine traits are traced to biology and culture. Her abilities are varied, for not only is 

she an “amazon at common law” but also a “clerk, assistant, housekeeper, secretary, 

confidential plotter, adviser, intriguer, and bill of cost increaser” (249).  Like a twenty-

first-century multi-tasker, Sally diligently confronts all these tasks with ease. However, as 

she defies the gender conventions of Victorian society unwittingly, she seems unaware of 

the confusion this brings to those around her.  The narrator and Dick Swiveller are forced 
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 Besides focusing on Betsey Trotwood as a positive role model and parent, Eigner suggests that Betsey 

Trotwood still holds on to her tokens of “witchcraft” and uses them for the good of those around her. In his 

reading Betsey becomes a fairytale figure of romance, the “Benevolent Spirit derived from the pantomime 

Dame Trot,” but she is also grounded in the reality of her own humanity (5).  
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to respond to her, and their Victorian unease contrasts with Sally’s postmodern 

panache.
112

   

The reader must sift through the narrator’s editorial comments to retrieve Sally’s 

history.   Sally’s mother died when she was young and she has been reared by her legal-

minded Father, “Old Foxey,” “in a kind of legal childhood.” As a child her play has 

mimicked the actions of a bailiff: carrying off the debtors and creating an inventory of the 

contents in the dollhouse (273). As she grows she devotes “herself with uncommon 

ardour to the study of law,” which helps to develop her “strong” and “vigorous” mind. 

Not only can she manage the more intellectual contours of the legal system, but she is 

also practical enough to see the benefits of accuracy and daily office tasks such as 

“pouncing a skin of parchment or mending a pen” (250). It is no wonder that her father’s 

regret is that “his daughter could not take out an attorney’s certificate and hold a place 

upon the roll” (273).   

Dickens does not seem to suggest that Sally’s intellectual abilities make her 

masculine or that she should be disparaged for having a quick mind. However, socialized 

in a male legal setting, Sally “becomes” masculine. She “rub[s] her hands as men of 

business do” (254-5), and she wipes her pen on her dress and takes snuff (257). Nor does 

                                                 

112
 Rosemary Coleman sees Sally Brass as the one female of The Old Curiosity Shop who “survives 

unaltered, threatening the novel’s stability and its carefully constructed limitations of male and female 

characters. Sally Brass continues to wander the streets of London” (48). I would argue that even this is a 

change.  She has not quite survived unaltered.  That she is not subject to either the graveyard or the altar, 

however, might suggest that there can be a variety of endings for characters other than those options.  
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she balk when her brother calls her such names as he would call a male colleague. The 

narrator feels a need to explain how Sally has been acculturated: “It may be observed in 

this place, lest the fact of Mr. Brass calling a lady a rascal, should occasion any 

wonderment or surprise, that he was so habituated to having her near him in a man’s 

capacity, that he had gradually accustomed himself to talk to her as though she were 

really a man.” Miss Brass is so removed from gender conventions that she is undismayed: 

“Miss Brass looked upon it as quite a matter of course, and was as little moved as any 

other lady would be by being called an angel” (251). She is habituated to the conventions 

of her own masculine and legal-minded home, not to those of general society.  

  Aside from her learned masculine gestures, Sally’s responses to her brother 

generally indicate her superiority. Sally knows that she is the superior partner in this law 

firm—she does not need to have this ability and knowledge confirmed by credentials. She 

is able to taunt and irritate her brother about his acceptance of Quilp’s suggestion that he 

take a clerk because she knows that “the business wouldn’t go on very long” without her 

and she maintains, “if [I] determined that the clerk ought not to come, of course he 

wouldn’t be allowed to come.” Mr. Brass “meekly” accepts this statement although he 

grumbles that he doesn’t “like that kind of joking” (252). He is aware that his sister has 

the superior intellect.  

 The narrator’s uneven responses to Sally indicate his unease. While he clearly 

seems to admire her mind and intellect, he just as clearly intends to belittle her through 

rendering her appearance as very masculine.  Indeed, the physical description of Sally by 

the narrator renders her grotesque, similar to Miss Murdstone. She has a “gaunt and bony 

figure” and a “dirty-sallow” complexion that is “relieved by the healthy glow which 
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mantled in the extreme tip of her laughing nose” (249-50). Through the use of 

euphemisms as well as clear speech, Sally is rendered more ridiculous and comic. The 

narrator goes so far as to suggest that if she were to wear her brother’s clothes she would 

look exactly like him. Again like Miss Murdstone, she has facial hair that connects her 

with her brother:  “the lady carried upon her upper lip certain reddish demonstrations, 

which, if the imagination had been assisted by her attire, might have been mistaken for a 

beard. These were, however, in all probability, nothing more than eye-lashes in a wrong 

place, as the eyes of Miss Brass were quite free from any such natural impertinences” 

(250). To describe eyelashes as “impertinences” emphasizes their sexual appeal. That 

Sally is missing her eyelashes suggests that, physically, she is less of a woman. 

Furthermore, that she is hardly aware of this “defect” indicates that she is emotionally 

and mentally less of a woman, for she is unaware of a woman’s role in the social drama 

of flirtation and expected/ subsequent marriage. Sally’s ability to secure a place in the 

masculine world of law is shown to be unnatural for a woman: it occurs through 

eccentricity of character and situation, and, perhaps, genetics.   

Even as the narrator reveals Sally as unnatural, though, he also reveals his interest 

in her.  Indeed, in the middle of his exaggerated description, the tone becomes sincere. 

Sally’s voice is described as being “exceedingly impressive—deep and rich in quality, 
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and, once heard, not easily forgotten” (250).
113

  The last item mentioned is Sally’s head-

dress, which adds to her ambiguity.  Even as the “brown gauze scarf” is an “easy and 

graceful head-dress,” it is also “like the wing of the fabled vampire” (250). The ease and 

gracefulness of the head-dress is a surprise after the earlier description of Sally, for it 

suggests a certain femininity/sexuality about her that has been repudiated. These hints of 

sexuality in her head-dress and her voice are made more obvious through the vampire 

simile.
114

 Sally is simultaneously masculine, feminine, desirable, and dangerous.  

The narrator’s ambiguous responses to Sally are echoed in the voice of Dick 

Swiveller.  He is initially stupefied by the figure of Sally Brass as she breaks all the 

gender conventions of nineteenth-century England.  He is unable to do more than stare: 

“His faculties appeared to be absorbed in the contemplation of Miss Sally Brass, at whom 

he stared with blank and rueful looks” (254). Unmindful of Mr. Swiveller’s presence, 

Miss Brass gets on with her work. He, on the other hand, continues to “star[e] with all his 

might” and is “rooted to the spot.” He regards her as if she were a “curious animal” (255-

6).  Just as the conventions of love poetry itemize a beloved’s features one by one, so Mr. 

Swiveller examines the parts of Sally Brass: “There stood Dick, gazing now at the green 

                                                 

113
 Her impressive voice may call to mind the interesting character of Marian Halcombe from Wilkie 

Collins’s A Woman in White  who also has a moustache and calls herself ugly, but has a “clear, ringing, 

pleasant voice” (59). 

114
 Being a vampire makes Sally a dangerous character ready to prey on others.  For further discussion on 

vampires, see Carol A. Senf, in The Vampire in Nineteenth Century English Literature.  She observes that 

both Mr. Vholes and Krook from Bleak House are likened to vampires.  
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gown, now at the brown head-dress, now at the face, and now at the rapid pen. . . .”  The 

conclusion of his deliberation (or “stupid perplexity”) is that he is in the “company of [a] 

strange monster,” and he is unsure whether he is dreaming and whether he will “ever 

wake” (256). Even as the narrator seems to agree with Mr. Swiveller that Sally is 

unusual, he also raises the issue of Mr. Swiveller’s intellectual ability, thus noting his 

unreliability as a witness. He has been “stupefied” by Sally’s appearance. While he 

remains in a state of “stupid perplexity,” her pen moves rapidly (255-56). 

The “gaze” that usually holds the perceived in the power of the beholder is turned 

upside down here. The working Sally is oblivious to Mr. Swiveller’s less than penetrating 

gaze. Moreover, Sally seems to render Mr. Swiveller powerless.  Even after he gets back 

to work, he suffers “a relapse . . . becoming powerless again” (256). All will-power is 

removed from him as he is distracted every time he dips his pen in the inkstand.  He 

raises his eyes, and once again perceives the parts of Sally, “the intolerable brown head-

dress . . . the green gown,” and then the whole person: “Miss Sally Brass, arrayed in all 

her charms, and more tremendous than ever” (256).   As an individual, rather than just the 

head-dress and green gown, she is tremendous—formidable and powerful, and witch-like 

in her charms.  

Mr. Swiveller moves from this state of paralysis to one of aggressive energy. In 

his confused dream-like state where he has been confronted by a strange “monster,” he 

does what any good Victorian gentleman/knight would do: he plays the part of St. George 

and fights the dragon/monster. He starts to “feel strange influences creeping over him—

horrible desires to annihilate this Sally Brass—mysterious promptings to knock her head-

dress off and try how she looked without it” (256). The removal of Sally’s head-dress is 
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akin to beheading her, and this desire appears to be relegated to his subconscious.  It is 

the voice of society, indicating that Sally is unnatural, that comes to him as “strange 

influences” and “mysterious promptings,” and impels him to act. Holding the “black, 

shining ruler” he whirls it around Sally’s head with the “consciousness that he could have 

it off if he liked” (256-57). Mr. Swiveller regains his equilibrium after he has resorted to 

this comic but aggressive action a number of times. This pantomime of death somehow 

helps him overcome his fear of her:  “It was a good thing to write doggedly and 

obstinately until he was desperate, and then snatch up the ruler and whirl it about the 

brown head-dress. . . . It was a good thing to draw it back, and rub his nose very hard 

with it, if he thought Miss Sally was going to look up, and to recompense himself with 

more hardy flourishes when he found she was still absorbed” (257). Eventually, Mr. 

Swiveller’s actions become “less fierce and frequent,” and he is able to “write as many as 

half-a-dozen consecutive lines without having recourse to it” (257). Acting out violent 

gestures of power and almost knocking off Sally’s head-dress allows Mr. Swiveller to 

gain victory over himself and assert his reason.  

Away from Sampson and Sally, Mr. Swiveller tries to understand Sally and his 

relationship with her. He reviews his circumstances: “So I’m Brass’s clerk. . . . and the 

clerk of Brass’s sister—clerk to a female Dragon” (258). Sally is recognized by Mr. 

Swiveller only as a sister of his employer and as a monster, albeit a female one.  

Although Mr. Swiveller accepts Sally as a monster, he tries to refine his categorisation. 

He questions: “I wonder whether she is a dragon by the bye, or something in the mermaid 

way. She has a rather scaly appearance. But mermaids are fond of looking at themselves 

in the glass, which she can’t be.  And they have a habit of combing their hair, which she 
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hasn’t. No she’s a dragon” (275). The word “mermaid” also has negative associations. 

Mr. Swiveller certainly believes a mermaid to be less frightful than a dragon; however, it 

is still a dangerous and treacherous figure.  Fanny Squeers is thinking of those qualities 

when she angrily calls her friend ‘Tilda a “mermaid” in the same breath as “viper” (NN 

547).
115

  

Mr. Swiveller’s desire to annihilate the monster, Sally, changes to a friendly 

camaraderie. His accomplishments at relieving himself from the boredom of the office 

are new to Sally and appreciated by her:   

He imparted to her the mystery of going the odd man or plain Newmarket  

for fruit, ginger-beer, baked potatoes, or even a modest quencher, of which  

Miss Brass did not scruple to partake. He would often persuade her to undertake  

his share of writing in addition to her own; nay, he would sometimes reward her  

with a hearty slap on the back, and protest she was a devilish good fellow, a jolly  

dog, and so forth; all of which compliments Miss Sally would receive in entire 

good part and with perfect satisfaction. (274)  

Dick Swiveller copes with his female colleague by treating her as a male colleague.  

Since this is exactly how Miss Sally has been treated by her brother, she takes such 
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 Lois E. Chaney notes that a mummified mermaid had been on display in London at the Turk 

Coffeehouse in St. James’s Street in 1822.  This mermaid was noted for its “sensational ugliness” and 

“proved to be a combination of the torso and head of a blue-faced monkey cunningly stitched to a base 

covered with salmon skin” (39).  
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treatment in stride. For Sally’s part, she allows her brother to be his boss and does not 

demand anything from him. Furthermore, he reaches a point in their relationship where 

he removes her head-dress and dusts it off, and returns it to her, all as a “friendly custom” 

(280).  Clearly, Mr Swiveller believes that he has tamed the dragon, even though Sally 

has been oblivious to his role-playing.    

Sally’s complexity increases through her connection with the Marchioness and 

Quilp.  Quilp always speaks of her in glowing terms. When he introduces Mr. Swiveller 

to Sally, he exclaims that she is “the woman [he] ought to have married—there is the 

beautiful Sarah—there is the female who has all the charms of her sex and none of their 

weaknesses. Oh Sally Sally!” (253). He gives her the dignity of her full name, as well as 

the affectionate short form, “Sally.” Generally when he sees her he refers to her as the 

“beautiful” or the “lovely” Sarah. It is also Quilp who acknowledges and praises Sally’s 

intellect and command of the law (253). Although it is difficult to trust Quilp in his 

excesses of language, he seems sincere in his addresses to Sally.  He does admire her 

mind and he does find her attractive. Yet, knowing what a dreadful being Quilp is still 

renders his compliments to Sally a little suspect. Furthermore, the narrator uses Quilp’s 

epithets for Sally ironically. Uneasy with this character, the narrator, like Mr. Swiveller, 

is always questioning who and what she is. In a further attempt to render her ridiculous, 

the narrator repeats Quilp’s compliments as if to show she is anything but beautiful or 

feminine. When Mr. Swiveller removes her head-dress and returns it, he does so to the 
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“beautiful” Sally (280). The use of different voices and perspectives stating the same 

words renders Sally’s character more ambiguous.
116

   

Sally’s ill treatment of the Marchioness, especially when it becomes apparent that 

she is Sally’s daughter, emphasizes her lack of a maternal instinct. Quilp’s apparently 

sincere compliments and the narrator’s ironic ones also work to support the implication 

that Sally and Quilp are the parents of the Marchioness.
117

 Dick Swiveller watches and 

reports the dreadful conditions the Marchioness lives in, the starving amounts of food, 

and the poor clothes, and he also describes the physical abuse Sally administers to her 

child/servant: 

It was plain that some extraordinary grudge was working in Miss Brass’s  

gentle breast, and that it was this which impelled her, without the smallest  

present cause, to rap the child with the blade of the knife, now on her hand,  

                                                 

116
 Coleman sees Sally as a “sexually desirous female imprisoned in an ugly, masculinized body,” who 

“dominates the Brass law business as well as her brother” (48). However, Sally does not seem to be aware 

of her body. It is Quilp who draws attention to her sexuality. Moreover, while she is more intelligent and 

courageous than her brother, she, as a woman, cannot dominate the business entirely. In contrast to the 

“mythic” and “domestic monster” that she appears (Coleman 48), she is also a happy worker, finishing her 

own work and moving on to Mr. Swiveller’s. 

117
 See Bennett who puts forth a convincing argument for Sally and Quilp being the parents of the 

Marchioness. The Marchioness is noted by Coleman for her “common sense and sturdy independence,” 

traits which may also suggest she is Sally’s child (41). When the Marchioness  plays the part of a 

professional nurse, ignoring the men who have come to see Mr. Swiveller, Coleman observes that she 

“challenges conventional gender and class hierarchies” (43).  
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now on her head, and now on her back, as if she found it quite impossible 

to stand so close to her without administering a few slight knocks. But Mr.  

Swiveller was not a little surprised to see his fellow-clerk, after walking  

slowly backwards towards the door, as if she were trying to withdraw herself 

from the room but could not accomplish it, dart suddenly forward, and falling 

on the small servant give her some hard blows with her clenched hand.  (277) 

Just before this scene Mr. Swiveller has been playing detective and questioning the 

circumstances of the “small servant.” He recalls that Mr. Brass has said once that she is a 

“love-child,” but he is intuitive enough to realize that were he to ask “the dragon” about 

the Marchioness’s parentage,  their “alliance would be at an end” (275).  Sally’s grudge 

against this child, as well as her general naïveté about the world, and her continued 

association with Quilp provoke questions that the text refuses to answer.  

Sally is somehow removed from the shame connected with having an illegitimate 

child, and hardly questioned about her cruel treatment of that child. Swiveller’s detective 

work does not reveal all the secrets hidden within the house. Miss Sally is not punished 

for being a “fallen woman.” She is punished for being a nasty, cold, hard-hearted, 

calculating woman. Her mistakes are read through the “unnatural” childhood she has had. 

It is the Law who has been her mother, and it is the Law that is to blame.  Just before Mr. 

Swiveller observes Sally’s relationship with the small servant, the narrator exonerates 

Sally:  “Miss Brass could know but little of the world, otherwise than in connection with 

the law. . . . She was in a state of lawful innocence, so to speak. The law had been her 

nurse, and, as bandy-legs or such physical deformities in children are held to be the 

consequence of bad nursing, so, if in a mind so beautiful any moral twist or bandiness 
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could be found, Miss Sally Brass’s nurse was alone to blame” (274).  Unlike Sampson, 

Sally escapes any formal punishment for her part in the plot against Kit.  Indeed, the 

narrator ungrudgingly compliments Sally for her mental abilities and shrewdness: “if Mr. 

Brass . . . had . . . left his sister to manage the conference on their joint behalf . . . he 

would probably have found himself much better off in the end” (500).  Sally eludes the 

censure of the narrator and the authorities.  She feigns sleep and then “slip[s] away 

unobserved in the dusk” (501). The authorities seem unaware of Sally’s hard nature.  She 

is certainly not being watched carefully and initially they see her as the individual who 

could help them capture the “villain,” Quilp.  In doing so she would be able to place 

herself in a “safe and comfortable position” (496).  Instead, Sally shuns the “kindness” of 

the law, berates her brother, refuses to give away Quilp, and writes a note to him urging 

him to escape.  

In this last section of the novel, questions of gender and identity still remain. 

While Sally Brass’s actions are described as masculine, her brother’s actions are 

questioned for their lack of manliness, for he gives himself, and thereby Quilp, up to the 

authorities (498). What is interesting is that the narrator follows through with this 

gendering: “Brass . . . in his deep debasement really seemed to have changed sexes with 

his sister, and to have made over to her any spark of manliness he might have possessed” 

(499).  Ironically, in not giving away the villainous Quilp, in stating that she would have 

never been enticed to say a word, Sally is applauded.  This image of bravery, regardless 

of what she is being brave about, shows “manliness.”  Just before Sally slips away, she is 

perceived in both feminine and masculine terms: “The lovely Sarah, now with her arms 

folded, and now with her hands clasped behind her, paced the room with manly strides 
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while her brother was thus employed, and sometimes stopped to pull out her snuff-box, 

and bite the lid” (501).  In light of the earlier positive view of her “manly” stance with the 

authorities, the use of Quilp’s epitaph for her, “lovely,” loses its irony.  However, biting 

the lid of the snuff-box is apt to render her ridiculous again.  Thus a single sentence 

indicates the ambiguity around this woman. The final information that we are given about 

her seems to revel in that uncertainty: “Some said with confidence that she had gone 

down to the docks in male attire, and had become a female sailor; others darkly 

whispered that she had enlisted as a private in the second regiment of Foot Guards, and 

had been seen in uniform and on duty . . .” (548). Then the narrator becomes firm and 

authoritative, stating “the truth appears to be that, after a lapse of some five years . . . . 

two wretched people were more than once observed to  crawl at dusk from the inmost 

recesses of St. Giles, and to take their way along the streets, with shuffling steps, and 

cowering shivering forms, looking into the roads and kennels as they went in search of 

refuse food or disregarded offal”  (548). For a woman as resourceful as Sally to end her 

days in this way seems out of character. However, this is a fitting punishment for Sally’s 

treatment of the Marchioness, for she can now understand what it means to feel hunger 

and cold. This is not the end of their narrative though. Sampson and Sally are 

transformed into ghosts:  “the embodied specters of Disease, and Vice, and Famine” 

(548).  Sally transforms from a dragon to a mermaid to male to female and finally to a 

ghost.  In the end, her gender is a non-issue, and her villainous essence is all that is left.
118
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 Coleman views Sally as a “wandering sexual woman” (49), and suggests that this is how she threatens 
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Until the last chapter, Sally has escaped moral censure.  Indeed, the character of 

Sally Brass reveals that Dickens can move beyond fictional conventions and demonstrate 

the possibilities that abound for male and female characters.  Sally is set up in contrast to 

gender conventions as she works in a male office and male profession, and she excels in 

her work.   Furthermore, Dickens is able to show how discomfited society is with such 

individuals as Sally through the character of Mr. Swiveller, while at the same time also 

indicating Sally’s complete disregard for society. He further confounds gender 

expectations in creating a woman with a heart as hard as Quilp’s.  Sally’s position may be 

understood, but it is not condoned, and she thus receives a punishment, as does her 

brother, for their twisted uses of the law. Sally Brass demonstrates the inability of gender 

codes and sexual/marital conventions to define or constrain the self.
119

   

                                                                                                                                                 

the social order. Understanding Sally as a prostitute returns her to the whore/virgin dichotomy. I think 

Dickens presents Sally as a more ambiguous character who is allowed the freedom to be a lawyer. It is her 

lack of moral education that threatens the social order. Nicholas Morgan in Secret Journeys suggests that 

“Sampson and Sally, who were prosaic thieves, have become walking demons” (56). The specters of 

Disease and Vice and Famine also recall the monsters of Want and Ignorance, created by humans, who visit 

Scrooge (A Christmas Carol 62). 

119
 A full discussion of the Marchioness and Nell does not belong in the scope of this thesis or chapter. 

Although both the Marchioness and Nell exhibit great courage and independence of spirit as many of these 

masculine women do, they are both too young to be spinsters. The Marchioness becomes Dick Swiveller’s 

wife and Nell dies before she has a chance to marry. That she has all of those attributes necessary for being 

a wife is apparent. What she does not have is an eligible suitor. Kit is not of the appropriate class for her. 

However much Barbara may think Nell is a rival, she is mistaken. Kit has always been a “servant” to Nell, 
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 The complexity of identity is also a theme in Little Dorrit through the character 

of Miss Wade. While she is similar to Sally Brass in that she is an anomaly for those 

around her, she lacks any of the physical markers that would suggest she is a “masculine 

woman”; rather, Miss Wade appears in Little Dorrit as a “new Victorian woman.” She is 

independent, young, and handsome and has been travelling. Apart from her age and 

beauty, she could well be one of Francis Cobbe’s “old maids” cheerily “running about 

untrammeled by her husband or children; now visiting at her relative’s country houses, 

now taking her month in town, now off to a favorite pension on Lake Geneva, now 

scaling Vesuvius or the Pyramids” (Cobbe 51).
120

  Her apparent freedom, beauty, and 

                                                                                                                                                 

and ready to do whatever she asks of him. She is his teacher, and employer, but not his beloved. Rosemary 

Coleman in “Nell and Sophronia—Catherine, Mary and Georgina: Solving the Female Puzzle and the 

Gender Conundrum in the Old Curiosity Shop” offers an interesting perspective on these characters, 

especially on the Marchioness and her metamorphosis from eccentric comic servant to domesticated young 

bride.  

120
 Sarah Grand in “The New Aspect of the Woman Question” is attributed with coining the term “new 

woman” (271).  For further discussion, see Sally Ledger and Alison Ledger, eds., The New Woman: Fiction 

and Feminism at the Fin de Siecle, and also Lyn Pykett, The “Improper” Feminine: The Woman’s 

Sensation Novel and the New Woman Writing. Susan Gorsky, in “Old Maids and New Women: 

Alternatives to Marriage in Englishwomen’s Novels, 1847-1915,” connects the spinsters of mid-Victorian 

literature with the New Woman: “The mid-Victorian spinster of fiction simply existed through life, filling 

her days with odds and ends of useless work and limited pleasure. Her grandniece . . . was not an Old Maid 

but a Bachelor Girl or a New Woman, who recognized the need to do something to provide meaning and 

interest for her life” (83).   
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youth place her in a less confining position than spinsters such as Miss Murdstone and 

Rosa Dartle. Yet, other travellers take note of Miss Wade, not because she is alone, but 

because of her nature, the “unhappy temper” she carries with her.
121

 She is a “solitary 

young lady” who has a face that appears to say, “I am self-contained and self-reliant” (LD 

36-7).
122

 Thus, Miss Wade has been characterized as a “pathological case” (Slater, 

Dickens 269), as a “malcontent” (Weinstein 63), and as “morbidly egocentric” (Bock 

113). Her temper has also been described as a metaphor for “individual will” (Peters 

192). Dickens also feels a need to explain his inclusion of the character of Miss Wade in 

Little Dorrit in a letter to Forster in February, 1857: “In Miss Wade I had an idea, which I 

thought a new one, of making the introduced story so fit into surroundings impossible of 

separation from the main story as to make the blood of the book circulate through both” 

(Forster 489-90).
123

 The prison of resentment that Miss Wade has forged for herself 

renders her incapable of giving or receiving love. Like Miss Havisham, stuck in her 

nightmare world of revenge in Satis House, Miss Wade is trapped in her perceptions of 

society, unable to distinguish loving actions from society’s patronage and charity towards 

                                                 

121
 This appellation comes to mean, for Miss Wade, her illegitimacy.  

122
 Dickens acknowledges to L. Mackenzie in a letter of 18 April, 1857, that he has observed a character 

such as Miss Wade in “real life” and knows “the character to be true in every respect.”  One reason for 

allowing Miss Wade her story, and entire chapter, is that Dickens was aware that such a character is “out of 

the familiar experience of most people and that they regard it with an incredulous kind of astonishment—

though in reality it is often before them” (Letters 8: 317). 

123
 Also in Letters 8: 280. 
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the illegitimate. While many of the other spinsters illustrate the constructed nature of 

social categories, Miss Wade demonstrates how we construct our own lives despite the 

social obstacles.  

Miss Wade’s distrust of society is established in her childhood through the 

secrecy around her background.  Unlike Esther Summerson in Bleak House, who is 

reminded every year on her birthday that she is illegitimate, Miss Wade believes that her 

grandmother is her blood relative. When she learns that she has “had no grandmother and 

no recognised relation” she reads her short history in a new light, believing that those 

around her “pretend” to treat her considerately, but are actually “triumph[ing] over” her 

(LD 652). That she has “no name” affects her every action and how she believes she is 

perceived. Thus every kindness is always conceived by her as a patronizing act to one 

who is without any standing in the world.   

Feelings of rejection are added to Miss Wade’s emotional spectrum when she is a 

young adult, for she is informed that Mr. Casby has money “in trust to dole out to her 

when she can’t do without it” (531). This suggests that somebody at sometime has made 

provision for her, yet chooses to have nothing to do with her. It is a constant reminder 

that she has been rejected because she would bring shame on someone. Mr. Panks 

describes Miss Wade as “somebody’s child—anybody’s—nobody’s . . . . She knows 

nothing about ‘em. She knows nothing about any relative whatever. Never did. Never 

will” (531). Miss Wade’s passion and energy have not gone unnoticed by Mr. Pancks, 

who is surprised that she has not harmed Mr. Casby, the keeper of the secret of her birth: 

“She writhes under her life. A woman more angry, passionate, reckless, and revengeful 
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never lived” (531). In contrast to Esther, who discovers her parentage and maternal love 

with it, Miss Wade is tortured by her lack of identity.  

Unlike many of the spinsters discussed, who ignore social conventions, Miss 

Wade’s “prison” is constructed by the way she perceives society’s response to the 

illegitimate, and thus she establishes an identity to protect her and help her feel 

autonomous. While she can never ignore the social class her birth has put her in, she is 

proud to be clever and rebellious. She perceives herself to be smart, and the world around 

her as fools. She uses the word “fool” four times in the first three paragraphs of her letter, 

thankful that she is “not a fool.” Her belief in her intellectual superiority allows her to 

perceive actions directed towards her always and only in a socially patronizing way.  She 

decides that the other children’s desire to keep the peace with her and not engage in 

arguments comes from “insolent pity” and “a sense of superiority” (650). 

She assumes the role of rebel to deal with the stigma of illegitimacy. Every action 

she performs is in rebellion against that position, and every act that is performed to her is 

conceived as a reminder of that position. Her belligerence and rudeness in response to 

kindness constitute her rebellion against a society that places those without a name in the 

margins of society, without seeing beyond the label of illegitimacy. During her first job 

as a governess, she refuses kindnesses shown to her at the table: “When she pressed me 

to take wine, I took water. If there happened to be anything choice at table, she always 

sent it to me: but I always declined it, and ate of the rejected dishes” (652). Being able to 

reject something even as trivial as food and drink establishes a feeling of independence in 

Miss Wade. Allison Weir’s philosophy regarding identity is helpful in understanding 

Miss Wade. Weir suggests that sustaining and reconciling “multiple and often conflicting 
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identities,” and “often conflicting interpretations of those identities” is “central to self-

identity” (186). Unfortunately, Miss Wade only fixes her identity according to what she 

believes are society’s perceptions, and thus she represses the multiplicity of her identity. 

She thinks of herself only as Miss Wade, the illegitimate rebel, and not also as Miss 

Wade the governess, Miss Wade the betrothed, and Miss Wade the soul-sister of Harriet. 

Miss Wade is provided with opportunities to break through her mental prison 

through the love of her fiancé as well as a friendship with Harriet. Yet the prison of 

resentment that she has created renders her incapable of giving and receiving love. Like 

Bradley Headstone in Our Mutual Friend, she is on a trajectory to self-destruction. She 

seems to be unable to stop herself from ruining her engagement and chance at a new life 

abroad. When her lover openly admires her (for she is beautiful and accomplished), she is 

upset for she feels that she is only loved because of her appearance, and she encourages 

him to not demonstrate his admiration. When he is apart from her, she watches him 

interacting with her student and believes that others—society—would think they are 

better suited: “I have seen all the while, in people’s eyes, that they thought the two looked 

nearer on an equality than he and I. I have sat, divining their thoughts, until I have felt 

that his young appearance made me ridiculous, and have raged against myself for ever 
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loving him” (LD 655).
124

 Miss Wade’s watching others watch her is akin to Bradley 

Headstone’s destructive relationship with Eugene Wrayburn.  

 Just as Miss Havisham connects with Pip when she hears him speak of his 

suffering, Miss Wade feels understood by Henry Gowan when he echoes her cynical 

ideas.  However, while Miss Havisham is brought out of her madness through a mirror 

image of her suffering, Miss Wade is drawn deeper into her societal obsession through a 

mirror image of her cynicism. Henry speaks the right words of congratulation, and he 

shows admiration and enthusiasm for her marriage, but Miss Wade is able to hear the 

insincerity behind his speech. All his discourse is “hollow, and jesting and full of 

mockery” (656). His mocking ways encourage her own discourse. When her future 

mother-in-law expounds on the style of living the new couple will have in India, Miss 

Wade answers ironically, “I was afraid I might not be able to support so great a change. 

Think of a mere governess, her daughter’s governess, coming to that high distinction!” 

(656). Gowan’s presence thus exacerbates Miss Wade’s constant resentment and 

rebellion: “He was like the dressed-up Death in the Dutch series; whatever figure he took 

upon his arm, whether it was youth or age, beauty or ugliness, whether he danced with it, 

sang with it, played with it, or prayed with it, he made it ghastly” (656). His presence 

                                                 

124
 Morgan interprets Miss Wade as “simply paranoid.”  She interprets the world as “hostile” and she 

believes that “everyone else acts dishonestly.” Her mode of interpretation sets up a “linguistic barrier” that 

“condemns her to a solipsistic hell” (90).  
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leads Miss Wade to reject the love and protection of her fiancé and his home in favor of 

Henry Gowan and his “hollow” words.    

Unlike his medieval namesake (Gawain) who performs acts of chivalry, Gowan is 

only able to perform acts of cynicism.
125

 This corrupt knight is not willing to accept 

mutuality of mind and emotions over and above physical comforts. Miss Wade realizes 

that Gowan’s words are empty, that his needs are practical, and that he is not inclined to 

work. He needs a father-in-law who will pay his gambling debts and grocery bills, even 

as Gowan despises him for so doing. Unlike Miss Wade, who is sincere in her mockery 

of society, Henry Gowan is not. In the same careless way that Steerforth treats Rosa and 

Emily in David Copperfield, Gowan treats Miss Wade. He follows her to her retreat 

where they amuse themselves together for as “long as it [suits] his inclinations” (658). He 

trivializes their relationship when he leaves by reminding her that she is a person of the 

world and that they both know “there [is] no such thing as romance . . .” (658). In 

holidaying with Henry she jeopardizes her reputation even further.  

Recognizing herself in Tattycoram, the Meagles’s servant, Miss Wade once again 

has a chance to connect with someone. On the same social scale (“she has no name, I 

have no name”) and sharing a similar “unhappy temper,” they have the potential for a 

positive relationship, and Miss Wade’s intentions are good for she wishes to “release the 

                                                 

125
 Dickens may actually have had the troublemaker Gawain of Tennyson’s Idylls in mind. In “Lancelot and 

Elaine,” he initiates rumours of their love for each other which causes strife between Lancelot and 

Guinevere (405-7, 414-17).  
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girl from her bondage and sense of injustice” (331, 658).
126

 Yet, again, unlike Miss 

Havisham who recognizes herself in another (Pip) and moves to more positive 

relationships, Miss Wade creates the same power relations with Tattycoram that she 

herself  has sought to escape. She also decides to rename Tatty and call her Harriet, not 

realizing that her behaviour mirrors all that she hates.
127

 Tatty does not feel liberated in 

Miss Wade’s house, for she is subject to Miss Wade’s power and feels obligated to her. 

Moreover, she is at the mercy of Miss Wade’s sharp tongue when she acts out of 

accordance with her wishes. When Miss Wade hears that Harriet has visited the Meagles, 

she feels slighted and becomes insulting, suggesting that Harriet might want the comfort 

of enslavement over the Spartan freedom Miss Wade is ready to offer her.   

 Miss Wade demonstrates, through her deconstruction of Mr. Meagles’s language, 

that our discourse is layered with meaning, intentionally or not, and that power is 

                                                 

126
Lionel Trilling also underlines the point that Miss Wade and Tattycoram are illegitimate and that their 

envy and anger are “justified in some degree” (585).  Deirdre David notes that “Miss Wade may, all at 

once, be read as a lesbian, a metaphor, and  a political insurgent: her aim to seduce Tattycoram away from 

the normative bourgeois domesticity of the Meagles family signals an overdetermined passion to disrupt 

the Victorian social order, whose stability rested, at core, on the family” (256).  Anna Wilson, “On History, 

Case History, and Deviance: Miss Wade’s Symptoms and Their Interpretation,” sees Miss Wade’s 

“chapter” as paralleling her marginalized life. I would like to emphasize, however, that as a marginal 

character, she is given an entire chapter to explain herself. Janet Retseck, “Sexing Miss Wade,” highlights 

the character’s subversive nature as one that threatens the social order.  

127
 Harriet is first named by the Beadle, just as Oliver Twist’s name is given to him by Mr. Bumble (OT 7). 
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inscribed in language. She describes the condescension that awaits Tatty if she were to 

return to the Meagles’s house: “Here is your patron, your master. . . . You can be, again, a 

foil to his pretty daughter, a slave to her pleasant willfulness, and a toy in the house 

showing the goodness of the family. You can have your droll name again, playfully 

pointing you out and setting you apart, as it is right that you should be pointed out and set 

apart. . . . You can recover all these advantages . . . by telling these gentlemen how 

humbled and penitent you are . . .” (327-8). Miss Wade exposes the way power structures 

are so embedded in society that the privileged are not even aware of causing pain.  Mr. 

Meagles is rendered speechless “in hearing his motives and actions so perverted . . .” 

(328). He explains that he meant kindness in the name “Tattycoram.” His attitude is one 

of bewilderment that any of his actions could be conceived in such a negative way.  

 Indeed, through these characters, Dickens reveals the power of words themselves 

and also demonstrates the emotional intention behind the word choice. Later in the novel, 

when Mr Meagles is seeking out Miss Wade to see if she can tell them anything about the 

box Blandois has carried, he asks about Harriet, or, as he thinks of her, Tattycoram. Miss 

Wade’s earlier revelation to him about his patronizing attitude causes him to think about 

his words: “I can’t keep my foot out of it, here, it seems. Perhaps, if I had thought twice 

about it, I might never have given her the jingling name. But, when one means to be 

good-natured and sportive with young people, one doesn’t think twice. Her old friend 

leaves a kind word for her, Miss Wade, if you should think proper to deliver it” (790). 

While he still has a lot to learn about being sensitive to “the other,” the sincerity of his 

affection is clear. His often tactless speech is overshadowed by his genuine love and 

affection for those around him.  
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Miss Wade’s clever explanation to Tattycoram of the power relations in society is 

set against the Meagles’s sincere affection for the girl. Tattycoram rebels against her life 

with Miss Wade because it is a life without love. She gives up Miss Wade’s name for her 

and returns to the Meagles and the once hated but now “dear old name” (791). The 

potential sisterhood that could have blossomed through their shared experiences dies 

because Miss Wade is unable to love. Tatty explains the individual Miss Wade has 

become: “I have had Miss Wade before me all this time, as if it was my own self grown 

ripe—turning everything the wrong way, and twisting all good into evil. I have had her 

before me all this time, finding no pleasure in anything but keeping me as miserable, 

suspicious and tormenting as herself” (792). Miss Wade is quite wrong about what she 

imagines Mr. Meagles would expect of Tatty by way of an apology. He does not expect 

Tatty to be penitent; he simply offers her a home: “Father and Mother Meagles never 

deserved their names better than when they took the headstrong foundling-girl into their 
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protection again” (791).
128

 For the joy of being surrounded by love, Tattycoram is ready 

to count to five-and-twenty thousand to cope with a less than perfect society (792).
129

  

That a label of illegitimacy can be rendered hollow is evident in the character of 

Esther Summerson. Like Miss Wade, Esther is aware of the shame she has brought into 

the world just by being alive. Unlike Miss Wade, she is not caught in a prison of self-

identity. She exhibits, instead, what Allison Weir calls “existential or ethical self-

identity” (13). The alternative to being stuck in one identity is to “experience oneself and 

one’s relationships with others, with the world and with oneself as meaningful” (13). And 

this Esther spends her life doing.  The lack of love she has experienced as a child from 

her godmother/aunt and housekeeper encourages her to seek love by being “industrious, 

contented, and kind-hearted, and to do some good to someone, and win some love . . . if 

[she] could” (BH 34). Pursuing this goal allows Esther to create meaning in her life 

beyond the shame her godmother has taught her to wear. Thus, she becomes the beloved 

                                                 

128
 See Margaret Darby in “Dickens and Women’s Stories” for a detailed account of Dickens’s interactions 

with the women at Urania House. Dickens, in his letters, makes clear his leniency towards the women who 

are in a place where they might wish to leave. He writes that he “would not make one, or two, or three, or 

four, or six departures from the Establishment a binding reason against the readmission of that person, 

being again penitent . . .” (emphasis in original, Selected Letters 165, also quoted in Darby 75).  Mr. 

Meagles offers even more leniency towards Tattycoram in that he does not expect repentance immediately.  

129
 Just as David Copperfield learns self-discipline and accommodates himself to his “child-wife,” so too 

does Tattycoram adapt herself to her oblivious patrons. They are ready to adapt themselves because they 

know that these imperfect beings also are sincere in their offers of love and affection.  
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governess, a beloved companion, and a beloved Dame Durden, and she even dares to 

think of the possibility for romance in her life. She is made aware, every now and again, 

of her illegitimacy, but her main endeavor is to touch with love all those around her from 

the smallest Jellyby to Jo, the sweeper, to her mother. She has allowed herself to seek 

love and thus she is able to receive love, exactly what Miss Wade was unable to do. 

Examining these single women allows the reader to see how biological and 

cultural gender categories falter. The hard Miss Murdstone,  the wild Miss Pross, the wise 

Miss Trotwood, the clever Sally Brass, and the self-tormented Miss Wade all help to 

demonstrate the ambiguity of gender and the limiting aspect of one identity. Alison Weir 

points to an identity that is aware of its connection with society: “that individuals must be 

understood as embedded, embodied, localized, constituted, fragmented, and subject to 

systems of power, oppression, and exploitation.” However, at the same time, the self may 

be understood as “capable of learning, of changing, of making the world, and ourselves, 

better” (184-5). Miss Wade is left imprisoned in a societal concept of power relations, 

while Tattycoram moves beyond that system, accepting the Meagles, as well as herself, 

as capable of change. The successful women are those who can acknowledge their 

position in life, as well as understand their potential and have the courage to transcend it. 
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Chapter Five: “Bacheldores” and Domestic Virtues 
130

 

A man, be he rich or poor, who returns at night to a home adorned by no woman’s  

presence and domestic cares, is at best dreary and uncomfortable. (Cobbe 52)  

 

Frances Power Cobbe in “Celibacy and Marriage,” published in Fraser’s 

Magazine in 1862, lauds women’s domestic self-sufficiency in contrast to that of men. 

Moreover, she endorses the conventional view that women are necessary for men’s 

domestic happiness.  However, many of Dickens’s stories offer a different portrait of 

bachelors and demonstrate that they are neither dreary nor uncomfortable without a 

woman’s presence: many of his bachelors are men who are able to live very comfortably 

without women.
131

  From The Pickwick Papers through to Our Mutual Friend, Dickens 

brings to life many interesting bachelors, both young and old, who are more than happy 

to remain bachelors. Indeed, some of them, such as Mr. Pickwick (PP) and Captain 

Cuttle (Dombey and Son), positively flee from approaching women.  Dickens’s portrayal 

of bachelors offers another perspective to our perceived notion that Victorian women 

have a monopoly in the home, for many of his characters not only create domestic 

havens, but also foster the domestic virtues conventionally associated with women: 

                                                 

130
 “Bacheldore” is Mr. Peggotty’s Yarmouth way of saying “bachelor” in David Copperfield (31). 

131
 Holly Furneaux in “Serial Bachelorhood and Counter-Marital Plotting” also demonstrates how men, and 

bachelors in particular, look after each other. Her focus is on the way these bachelor “plots” thus “uncouple 

the assumed interconnection between marriage and domesticity” (492).   
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patience, compassion, and kindness within the home and without.   These bachelors are 

reminiscent of Thomas Carlyle’s heroes, particularly Martin Luther who has a “most 

gentle heart withal, full of pity and love, as indeed the truly valiant heart ever is” (Heroes 

161).  This gentle heart is one that is not to be misunderstood as passive.  Rather, these 

domestic bachelors, when placed in the workforce, resemble Carlyle’s “Captains of 

Industry,” who become “Captains of the World,” as they desire to be “noble Master[s] 

among noble Workers.”  For noble Masters the aim of industry is not to produce cheaper 

goods at higher prices and gain a profit, but to enable “fairer distribution of the produce 

at its present cheapness” (Carlyle, Past 232). Carlyle’s influence is apparent in Dickens 

and Ruskin as the latter articulates in economic terms the same domestic ideology that the 

former illustrates through his successful bachelor characters.  Ruskin’s “good employers” 

and Dickens’s good bachelors are akin to Carlyle’s Captains of Industry as they value 

happiness above monetary gain or power.  Ruskin describes such employers as those who 

will understand that when one treats workers “kindly without any economical purpose, . . 

. all economical purposes will be answered; in this, as in all other matters, whosoever will 

save his life shall lose it, whoso loses it shall find it” (Unto this Last 171). Those who are 

in a position to employ others should do so in an economic relationship founded on 

justice, rather than gain.  He further defines the term “justice” as including “such 

affection as one man owes to another” (169).  Dickens’s heroic bachelors are 

unconventional and resist gendered roles prescribed by society: they create domestic 

havens, parent children, nurse friends, and act on a philosophy of love and self-discipline 

within the home as well as the workplace. Dickens’s bachelors figure Carlyle’s vision 
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that “by degrees, we shall again have a Society with something of Heroism in it, 

something of Heaven’s Blessing on it . . .” (Past 232).  

For many of Dickens’s bachelors, domesticating space and addressing the 

physical needs of others are easily accomplished; however, Dickens suggests that 

addressing emotional and spiritual needs also requires moral integrity.  John Willet, 

proprietor of the Maypole in Barnaby Rudge, does not stint on coal and refreshments, and 

this encourages a peaceful conviviality: “. . . the ruddy gleam of the fire, streaming 

through the old red curtains of the common room, seemed to bring with it, as part of 

itself, a pleasant hum of voices, and a fragrant odour of steaming grog and rare tobacco, 

all steeped as it were in the cheerful glow” (31). It is not surprising that Mrs. Varden 

becomes jealous of the time her husband spends at the Maypole, instead of at home, nor 

that Gabriel Varden enjoys a peaceful time there away from his complaining wife. The 

Inn is a beacon for travelers, who are most often male, and is also  a meeting place for 

John Willet and his male friends: Solomon Daisy, the parish-clerk and bell-ringer; Mr. 

Tom Cobb, chandler and post office keeper; and Phil Parks, the ranger.  Yet, while John 

Willet is able to create a convivial domestic setting at the Maypole, he is unable to be a 

wise father, and his frustrated son leaves home to become a soldier. In Oliver Twist the 

first understanding Oliver has of domestic comforts is with Fagin. Although the reader is 

aware that Fagin is using the comforts of home to lure the street children into his domain, 

Oliver is overcome by the kindness and generosity of Fagin and his boys, for not only is 

he fed sausages the evening he arrives, but he is also provided with coffee and “hot rolls 

and ham” the next morning (66). In his innocence he perceives Fagin as a “merry old 

gentleman” who plays “curious and uncommon” games with the boys (67). However, the 
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“merry old gentleman” is indeed a villain, and the warmth of the kitchen does not 

infiltrate Fagin’s heart.  Fagin’s lair and Willet’s Maypole certainly minister to the 

comforts of the body; however, they lack the spiritual component that is also a part of 

domesticity.  A truly domestic place offers comfort for the heart and soul.  

A number of benevolent bachelors, however, are able to offer refuge and healing 

for both body and soul.  Mr. Brownlow of Oliver Twist welcomes Oliver into his home, 

and Mr. Jarndyce and Mr. Boythorn of Bleak House are generous with their dwellings. 

Mr. Jarndyce provides a home for his potential rivals in Jarndyce vs. Jarndyce, Richard 

and Clara, as well as for Esther, who is his ward. Mr. Boythorn’s house becomes the 

location chosen by Esther to recuperate after her illness with smallpox.  It is in this 

location that she comes to terms with her disfigurement and learns the story of her birth.  

Just as Mr. Boythorn’s home is depicted as a place of rest and safety, so is Sol Gills’s 

home and business, The Wooden Midshipman, in Dombey and Son, over which his 

friend, Captain Cuttle,  presides when Sol is searching the seas for his nephew Walter. 

The neatness of the shop underscores the coziness within.  Thus the physical space 

reflects the emotional support generously offered to Florence when Walter finds her lost 

in London and brings her to his home. Later in the novel, when Florence flees from her 

home and father, she runs to the shop in remembrance of the refuge she received as a 

child (66).  Florence is not the only person to receive care, for it is also the place where 

Toots is “to some degree restored” (Auerbach, “Dickens” 106). A marked contrast to the 

Dombey house and the “forcing apparatus” of Blimber’s Academy where Paul Dombey 

is sent to school, the Midshipman is the only form of “domesticity we are allowed to see 

in the novel” (Auerbach, “Dickens” 106).  Domesticity and morality are combined again 
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in the slightly eccentric figure of Captain Cuttle, whose “sincere, unaffected goodness is 

mirrored in the vocabulary of cheerful morality” (Golding 132). Furthermore, the male 

establishment of the Wooden Midshipman seems to make “a subtle, involuted suggestion 

that there, at least, the sexes may be in something alike” (Auerbach, “Dickens” 106). 

Trooper George’s shooting gallery in Bleak House is also a place where private and 

public space is intertwined.  A business during the day, the gallery is also a home for 

George and the disfigured Phil whom he has befriended. It further transforms into a 

quasi-hospital and the “athletic” George becomes nurse to Mr. Gridley and Jo, the 

crossing-sweeper (BH 675).  Later, he leaves London to nurse Sir Leicester Dedlock after 

his stroke.  His actions are characterized by gentleness: “The trooper takes him [Sir 

Leicester] in his arms like a child, lightly raises him, and turns him with his face more 

towards the window” (826).  Sir Leicester observes that George has the “gentleness” of 

his mother, as well as his own strength (826).  George’s thoughtfulness is also apparent 

for he does not forget his friend Phil, who accompanies him to Chesney Wold (908). The 

ease with which these male characters inhabit and cultivate a domestic sphere subtly 

subverts the very notion of gender distinctions.   

Indeed, the terms “single gentleman” and “bachelor” in The Old Curiosity Shop 

become defined by the domestic virtues of these characters, so that they need no other 

name. The single gentleman is the brother of Little Nell’s grandfather, and he has 

returned to England to find his brother and share his wealth with him and his family. 

Subordinating his own desires to his love for his brother, he has left the country on 

becoming aware that his brother loves the same woman that he does (523-25). A similar 

selflessness is apparent in the bachelor who has come to live with his old friend, a 
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widowed clergyman.   Fifteen years earlier, he comes “to console and comfort” his 

friend, and now he is part of the house and the community (393). Indeed, this bachelor is 

“the active spirit of the place; the adjuster of all differences, the promoter of all merry-

makings, the dispenser of his friend’s bounty, and of no small charity of his own besides; 

the universal mediator, comforter, and friend” (393). That he is simply known as “the 

bachelor” seems to be associated with either his university degree or his single status, 

thus conflating the different meanings of the word “bachelor,” and that he is a peace-

maker, a home-maker, and a comforter for the clergyman and for all he meets adds a 

further dimension to the word.  That he has more education than many of the other 

villagers does not stop him from employing himself in physical tasks. Indeed, he prepares 

the cottages with fuel brought in “with his own hands” (393). His positive energy within 

the community is reminiscent of Esther Summerson (Bleak House), who brightens the 

world around her.  

While many of these bachelors are in a social class that has time and money to 

spend on those in need, Dickens does not suggest that their benevolence is simply a 

matter of dispensing charity. Rather, benevolence results from  a complex emotional and 

rational response that involves a remembrance of love, and the decision not to become 

bitter, as well as the desire to do good: an understanding, in Ruskin’s words, that “every 

man may know, and most of us do know, what is a just and unjust act” (Unto 169).
132

  

                                                 

132
 In “Dickens and Christianity” Valentine Cunningham confirms that “for Dickens, charity begins at 

home, or exists nowhere” (para.24). His discussion focuses on Dickens’s use of the “broad spirit” of the 
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Mr. Brownlow (Oliver Twist) and Mr. Boythorn (Bleak House) both have known the 

sorrows of a broken heart, yet they live their lives dwelling on love and not sorrow. Mr. 

Brownlow’s remembrances of his love for his fiancée, as well as for her brother, guide 

him to being merciful to those around him. His fiancée died in her youth, and he became 

very good friends with her brother, who is, as we later discover, Oliver’s father. He tells 

Oliver that while his beloved is in her grave, he has not made a “coffin of [his] heart.” On 

the contrary, “deep affliction has but strengthened and refined” his “best affections” (OT 

104). This memory of love encourages mercy and generosity even for the evil Monks, 

who has plotted against his half-brother, Oliver (395-402). Indeed, Mr. Brownlow’s 

housekeeper describes him as an individual whose heart is “large enough for any six 

ordinary old gentlemen of humane disposition” (89). Likewise, Mr. Boythorn (BH) has 

made a habit of kindness, and not become bitter against the world because his fiancée 

jilted him. When first encountering Mr. Boythorn, Esther is cognizant of the tenderness 

of his manner, and how “courtly and gentle” he is towards her and Clara (BH 134). That 

he has also suffered heartache comes as no surprise, and Mr. Jarndyce explains to Esther 

that his friend “has never since been what he might have been . . .” (135). Mr. Boythorn’s 

beloved was Esther’s aunt, Miss Barbery, whose self-righteous response to Esther’s 

illegitimacy and stern and unloving manner is in direct contrast to what we see of Mr. 

Boythorn. While he may cultivate an exterior gruffness in his antagonistic relationship 

                                                                                                                                                 

New Testament (para.34-35).  Ruskin’s words also suggest a knowledge that proceeds from a Christian 

ethics.  
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with Sir Leicester Dedlock, he has a good heart.  Mr. Jarndyce’s friendship with Mr. 

Boythorn goes back to their youth when he protected Mr. Jarndyce from bullies at school 

(129). While one cannot change the circumstances of life, one can decide how to respond 

to them. The Cheeryble Brothers have also suffered prejudice and heartache (Nicholas 

Nickleby).  The woman Charles Cheeryble hoped to marry became tired of waiting for the 

business to succeed and married an unloving man who gambled away all her money.  

Ned Cheeryble’s fiancée died in her youth.  Like the single gentleman of The Curiosity 

Shop, however, these bachelors in Nicholas Nickleby do not give way to “misanthropy or 

monastic gloom” (OCS 552).
133

   

Mr. Jarndyce of Bleak House may be the only bachelor who is known as a 

philanthropist and who does dispense charity as his profession.  Yet his motivation for 

helping others comes from his own complex set of emotions as he oscillates between 

despair when he regards the malice of the world and a desire to remedy the consequences 

of a wicked world. His reputation is such that even Mr. Kenge, the lawyer, describes him 

to Esther as someone who is  “highly humane” (30), and later to Esther, Richard, and 

Ada, as someone “desirous to aid in any work that is considered likely to be a good work, 

and who is much sought after by philanthropists” (44). Mr. Jarndyce’s reputation is such 

                                                 

133
 In Household Words, Louisa King’s “Why My Uncle Was a Bachelor” also relates a tale of thwarted 

love which results in the uncle staying single. Similar to the bachelors above, the uncle is known by his 

family for his compassion, and he furthers the cause of love in gaining parental consent for his nephew and 

niece (11 February 1854).  
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that Lady Dedlock can tease him by suggesting that if his charitable works all involve 

beauties like Ada, he will lose the “disinterested part of [his] . . . character” (275). He is 

Esther’s guardian because of his reputation as a man of charity, not because he knows her 

parentage: he acts on an anonymous letter explaining the situation of the illegitimate 

Esther and her destitute position if and when the writer dies. Although Miss Barbery may 

have known him through their mutual friend and her past love Mr. Boythorn, the letter 

contains strict injunctions not to seek out the author. He takes on the charge of this 

illegitimate and anonymous orphan and provides her with an education, and then a home.  

Esther’s narrative provides more details of how he helps others, and how he desires to do 

so anonymously, if possible. Shortly after he has met Miss Flite she starts receiving a 

shilling for “every day in the week” (215-16), and when he hears of the death of Mr. 

Neckett, he takes on the responsibility of his orphan children, the eldest becoming 

Esther’s maid. As much as he wishes to perform acts of mercy without anyone’s 

knowing, Esther notices that he has a certain look in his eye when he is “doing some 

great kindness” (870). The Jarndyce method of benevolence is in sharp contrast with the 

work of Mrs. Jellyby and Mrs. Pardiggle. While he supports their charities, his own 

philanthropy contrasts with the thoughtless zeal of the former and the oppressive charity 

of the latter. The key to Mr. Jarndyce’s philanthropy is that he views his wealth less as a 

possession and more as a trust for him to use wisely.  His goal is not self-aggrandizement, 

but helping others.  

Some bachelors who open their homes challenge society’s views on gender and 

the family by not only creating homes but also becoming guardians and parents. This role 

carries with it new challenges, and requires such typically feminine virtues as patience, 
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perseverance, and forgiveness of others and themselves. Their parenting skills are set up 

in contrast to the cold parenting of such characters as Mr. Dombey and Mr. Murdstone 

(David Copperfield’s step-father).  The bachelor school-teacher in The Old Curiosity 

Shop nurtures Nell and her grandfather on their first meeting, offering them food and 

lodging (188).  Later, when they meet again by chance and he carries Nell, who has fallen 

from exhaustion, he expresses his capacity for love and his willingness to become a 

“parent” bachelor: “I have felt since that time as if my love for him who died, had been 

transferred to you who stood beside his bed. If this. . . is the beautiful creation that 

springs from ashes, let its peace prosper with me, as I deal tenderly and compassionately 

by this young child!” (348). His compassion is so strong that he is ready to share what 

fortune he has with them and to love “the child as though she were his own” (392). The 

sentiment offered by the bachelor is not to be mocked. His sorrow over the death of his 

young student, whom he has considered a son, and his willingness to accept Nell as 

another adopted child, demonstrate the depth of his affectionate heart.  A new family 

grouping emerges of Nell, her grandfather, and the school-teacher.  Nell is thus able to 

relinquish the role of parent to that of the school-teacher, and he is ready to be parent 

both to Nell and her grandfather.  

Mr. Peggotty, of David Copperfield, also redefines the family when his home 

becomes a refuge for his orphaned niece and nephew and also his fishing partner’s 

widow, the gloomy Mrs. Gummidge.  He may be a “bacheldore” (31), as he calls himself, 

but it is he who makes the house a home and embraces the role of father.  Like Mr. 

Jarndyce, he prefers his kindness to others to go unmentioned (DC 32).  In opposition to 

Mrs. Pardiggle and those like her who indulge in “self-laudation” (BH 220), Mr. Peggotty 
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and Mr. Jarndyce both follow the Christian ethic of doing good quietly, of not letting the 

right hand know what the left hand is doing (Matthew 6: 3-4).  While Mrs. Gummidge 

performs the housekeeping, it is Mr. Peggotty’s love and generosity that warms the 

house.  When Emily runs away with Steerforth, Mr. Peggotty treats Emily as his own 

daughter and leaves everything to search for her.  While many Victorian women are cast 

from the home and shunned as Martha is for such actions, Mr. Peggotty seeks to draw 

Emily home.
134

  He dramatizes the parable of the shepherd who refuses to stop looking 

for his lost lamb until he finds her, and thus defies  society’s harsh responses  (Luke 15: 

3-7). When he does find her he treats her as a little child, gently picking her up and 

carrying her down the stairs (DC 705).
135

 Mr. Peggotty’s character expands as he 

overcomes his prejudices about Martha, and it is Martha who leads him to Emily. His 

forgiveness and love encompass Emily and extend to Martha, who joins them, along with 

Mrs. Gummidge, as they find a new life in Australia.   

                                                 

134
 Dickens was involved in the setting up and management of Urania Cottage with Angela Burdett Coutts, 

a place where “fallen women” could be rehabilitated. For a full discussion of this enterprise, see Jenny 

Hartley, Charles Dickens and the House of Fallen Women (London: Methuen), 2009.  

135
 Christian symbolism continues in the image of Emily kneeling at Mr. Peggotty’s feet and begging for 

forgiveness, for this has been interpreted as an “allusion to the adulterous woman brought before Jesus” 

(Colledge 143). However, Dickens focuses his attention not on the adulterous woman, but on the love that 

brings her home and lifts her up and holds her through the night (DC 711). The image of  Mr. Peggotty in 

the role of the Good Shepherd is emphasized.  
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Unlike Mr. Peggotty, whose adopted children are young when he takes on a 

parenting role, Mr. Jarndyce’s charges are adults.  Ada and Richard are distant relations 

of Mr. Jarndyce and actually rivals in the suit Jarndyce vs. Jarndyce.  Mr. Jarndyce offers 

them a home and himself as a guardian, and because he is unmarried, he arranges for 

Esther Summerson to be Ada’s companion. Such an arrangement must go through the 

Courts and the Lord Chancellor speaks with Ada and Richard asking them if they have 

“reflected on the proposed arrangement” and if, and why, they think they will be happy 

(40). When they agree, the four individuals become an unconventional family.
136

  It is 

through Esther that we comprehend the family unit. She describes Mr. Jarndyce’s 

relationship with them all as paternal, but unlike an authoritarian father, he models 

instead a loving paternal presence, encouraging Richard to pursue a career, and warning 

him about the dangers of pinning his hopes on expectations from the legal suit. He 

patiently and sadly watches Richard’s inability to persevere in the medical, military, and 

legal professions.
137

  For Esther’s part, she is keenly aware of her orphaned and 

                                                 

136
 Karen Chase argues that Richard, Ada, Esther, and Mr. Jarndyce “comprise a unit that only resembles a 

family” (Eros 122), and that these “ambiguous relations” reveal the “strains on the family” (123). This 

seems to be precisely Dickens’s point: he wishes to enlarge the scope of what a home means, strains and 

all. 

137
 Russel Goldfarb believes that Mr. Jarndyce is a “good man who does far too little” (151), and takes 

issue with him for not acting more the part of a father with Richard. Yet Mr. Jarndyce is doing his best with 

someone who has come to him as an adult, and not a young boy. Also, from a legal perspective, Mr. 

Jarndyce, as a guardian, does not have the same authority as a father.   
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illegitimate status, and is indebted to him.  She thinks of him in a fatherly way which 

underscores the “correctness” of the familial relationship that has been cultivated.  His 

“fatherly kisses” maintain the positions of guardian and ward within the house.
138

 

Furthermore, Esther is there to perform a job as Ada’s companion. Since she proves 

herself so capable, Mr. Jarndyce also offers her the job of housekeeper, which she 

willingly undertakes, essentially becoming the mistress of the house in the same manner 

that Agnes is the mistress of the house she shares with her father (David Copperfield).  

Dickens, in all his eccentric groupings of individuals who live together,
139

 enlarges our 

understanding of what a home means.   

The family at Bleak House is even able to weather the strain of changing 

relationships.  When Richard, obsessed with the Jarndyce suit, believes that Mr. Jarndyce 

                                                 

138
 Jarndyce’s fatherly actions are mentioned throughout the novel, from kissing Ada and Esther in a 

“fatherly way”  at their first meeting (75),  to putting an arm around Ada in a “fatherly way” when she and 

Richard reveal their love for each other (195), to bestowing a “fatherly kiss” on Esther when she learns 

from Mr. Jarndyce the little he knows of her history (255), to retaining his “old bright fatherly look ” even 

after Esther accepts his marriage proposal  (731), and to kissing her in his “old fatherly way again” upon 

her marriage to Mr. Woodcourt  (891). At the end of the novel, his relationship with Ada and her son is 

firmly fixed as “guardian.”  The open-ended possibilities of the  relationship of “cousin” is replaced with a 

paternal “guardian” (911). While the narrative is Esther’s and it is she who describes his “fatherly” attitude 

towards her, he decides the terms that will describe his relationship with Ada.  

139
 Other unconventional “family” groupings would be Florence and Captain Cuttle, while they wait for 

Walter to return (DS); Betsey Trotwood, David Copperfield, and Mr. Dick (DC); and John Harmon, the 

Boffins, and Bella Wilfer (OMF). 
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is working against him, Mr. Jarndyce understands Richard’s obsession and does not take 

offence when Richard accuses him of working against his interests.  His sorrow over 

Richard is deep, and he willingly offers him forgiveness.  Nor is he anything but gentle 

with Ada when he learns that she is secretly married to Richard.  Mr. Jarndyce’s 

relationship with Esther shifts from father/guardian to suitor and back again to 

father/guardian, thus demonstrating the triumph of his self-discipline and selflessness. 

Mr. Jarndyce’s proposal is a complex mixture of love and compassion. Esther is a young 

woman without family and, since her devastating illness of smallpox, she no longer has 

her face to recommend her. Mr. Jarndyce proposes to Esther after she has lost her beauty, 

and when he believes that the man she loves, Allan Woodcourt, will not be returning to 

England, and that, in any case, a union between Esther and Allan would not meet with the 

approval of Allan’s mother, who has set ideas about family and blood. His proposal also 

occurs when Ada is about to come of age, and thus be independent and in a position to 

marry Richard. When this marriage happens, she will no longer need a companion, and 

Esther’s position as a young woman alone with Mr. Jarndyce would be compromised. 

This is not to suggest that Mr. Jarndyce does not love Esther. It is clear he does; however, 

his proposal demonstrates less selfishness than one might first perceive. 

Once Mr. Jarndyce realizes that Esther’s heart is with Allan Woodcourt, he dives 

into the role of paternal guardian and planner of good things. Aware of the deep 

prejudices against the orphaned and illegitimate, he does all he can to reconcile Allan’s 

mother to a union between her son, who has the blood of “Morgan ap Kerrig” coursing 

through his veins, and Esther (890). It is easy to forget Esther’s position in the Victorian 

world as an illegitimate child. Within Bleak House she is treated as an equal without 
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prejudice. And while Dickens uses the novel to show his disregard for such social 

conventions, he also delineates the stigma and discrimination that Esther must bear. 

Indeed, Mr. Jarndyce’s offer of marriage to Esther would flout societal conventions. Yet 

loving Esther enough to release her from her engagement is a difficult task for Mr. 

Jarndyce, and he is human enough to want to know Esther’s response to Allan’s proposal.  

That Esther remains faithful to Mr. Jarndyce is his reward: “When Allan Woodcourt 

spoke to you, my dear, he spoke with my knowledge and consent—but I gave him no 

encouragement, not I, for these surprises were my great reward, and I was too miserly to 

part with a scrap of it”  (891). Furthermore, the act of replicating his house and giving it 

to her and Allan is a testament to Esther’s ability to change the world’s sorrows to joy.  

He prepares the surprise of a house and a marriage to Allan for Esther in the same secret 

manner that he performs all his benevolent acts. Yet he does offer an apology to Esther 

because he knows he has caused her “some distress” (891). His love of Esther allows him 

to perceive her love for Woodcourt, change Mrs. Woodcourt’s mind about Esther, and 

return their relationship to that of ward and guardian/father (890). Now, she may treat 

him as a father and place her head upon his shoulder and he may call her “my child” 

(890).
140

    

Dickens’s independent bachelors rise to the challenges of parenting through 

selflessness, patience, and compassion.  They model the way such domestic virtues 

                                                 

140
 Mr. Jarndyce also uses the term, “my child,” when Esther is asking questions about her mother, Lady 

Dedlock, and her aunt, Miss Barbery (BH 633). 
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establish loving family units, and often surpassing the parenting of biological parents.   

Dickens sees these ideals as working beyond the home and into the world at large and 

into the workplace. It is the bachelors who are grounded in the virtues of domesticity, 

willing to show affection as well as reason in their actions, and who are successful when 

faced with adversity or the temptations of greed, selfishness, and power. 
141

  

 The Pickwick Papers and Martin Chuzzlewit both have characters and/or plots 

that follow the conventions of the adventure stories like those of Fenimore Cooper—

young men pitting their strength against the world.
142

  However, Dickens subverts the 

notion that physical strength is the requisite for such adventures. Instead he demonstrates 

that it is domesticity that creates civilization.   Martin’s and Mark’s adventure turns on 

whether or not Mark will remain “jolly” in the midst of despair and disease, and whether 

or not Martin will rid himself of the family “selfishness” gene and learn what it means to 

be, like Joe Gargery, “ a gentle Christian man” (GE 423). Aware of his gift of being 

“jolly,” Mark wants to try his optimistic spirit in the world. He owns that he is a restless, 

                                                 

141
 See also Chris Loutitt, Dickens’s Secular Gospel: Work, Gender and Personality, for more discussion 

on how work has the potential to affect lives.   

142
 Jingle’s story to Pickwick of his experiences before he landed in jail is a bathetic response to such 

adventure stories. Pickwick, who has read accounts of shipwrecks, has a moment where he believes that 

Jingle really has “lived for three weeks upon a pair of boots, and a silk umbrella with an ivory handle” 

(535-37) until he realizes that he has lived in London only by pawning these items, and his tale becomes a 

slightly different adventure story. 
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roving individual,
143

 who needs to experience some hardship: “I’m always a-thinking that 

with my good health and spirits it would be more creditable in me to be jolly where 

there’s things a-going on to make one dismal” (MC 101-2). His optimism is maintained 

by his willingness to do what he can for others, and thereby keep their spirits up. Mark 

Tapley is offered as a triumph of domestic virtues during the entire adventure. On board 

the ship to America, he helps individuals in any and every way he can. He does this while 

suffering from seasickness himself. He becomes nursemaid to the sick, dispenser of food, 

general entertainer, and helpful being: “In the centre of the group was Mr Tapley, 

handing about salt beef and biscuit, or dispensing tastes of grog, or cutting up the 

children’s provisions . . . or reading aloud . . . or singing some roaring old song . . .or 

writing . . . for people who couldn’t write, or cracking jokes . . . or lending a hand 

somewhere or another” (216).
144

 Mark Tapley’s actions ostensibly result from his desire 
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 Trooper George (BH) uses similar words to describe his unsuitability for marriage: “I am a rolling 

stone” (BH 500).  

144
 Like Mark Tapley, Dickens, on his return voyage to England from the United States, tended the sick and 

kept everyone “jolly.” He writes in a letter to C.C. Felton, 31 July 1842, that he “established a club, called 

The United Vagabonds, to the huge amusement of the rest of the passengers. This Holy Brotherhood 

committed all kinds of absurdities, and dined always, with a variety of solemn forms, at one end of the 

table, below the mast, away from the rest. The Captain being ill when we were three or four days out, I 

produced my medicine chest, and recovered him. We had a few more sick men after that; and I went round 

‘the wards’ every day, in great state, accompanied by two Vagabonds, habited as Ben Allen and Bob 

Sawyer, bearing enormous rolls of plaister [sic], and huge pairs of scissors. We were really very merry, all 

the way” (Letters 3: 293).  
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to “come out strong,” but the compassionate nature apparent in all he does speaks of an 

ethic of care for others. When they arrive in the desolate land, ironically named Eden, 

Mark again literally domesticates their space. While Martin lies on the ground and 

“weeps aloud,” Mark puts the habits of domesticity to work to inspire fortitude. He does 

what he can with what they have to offer food and warmth and shelter: “Here we are. 

Everything in its proper place. Here’s the salt pork. Here’s the biscuit. Here’s the 

whiskey . . . Here’s the blankets. Here’s the axe . . . Now, when I’ve got some water from 

the stream afore the door and mixed the grog . . . there’s a supper ready, comprising 

every delicacy of the season” (326-27). Mark also deals with the practical difficulties of 

setting up a domicile in the wilderness, more particularly dealing with a house that is 

without a door. He sees a problem and works his way to a solution with good cheer. He 

simply slides a chest over “to stop the aperture below” and sets up a blanket using knives 

(327). Mark’s response to the physical hardships of life in the dismal swamp of Eden is 

expressed through the stereotypical abstract feminine qualities of compassion, kindness, 

and goodness, as well as the specific skills of nursing and preparing food.  And it is when 

Martin has to take over the physical tasks of nursing Mark in his fever that his selfishness 

is revealed to him and that he makes a solemn resolution that this selfishness must be 

“rooted out” (452).
145

 Dickens demonstrates that physical actions affect spiritual and 
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 For a queer theory approach to the relationship between Mark and Martin, among other character pairs, 

see Holly Furneaux, “‘It is Impossible to Be Gentler’: The Homoerotics of Male Nursing in Dickens’s 

Fiction.” 
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moral attitudes. Even though Mark and Martin live as pioneers and undergo the physical 

exertion of clearing the land, the plot turns on Martin’s epiphany and moral awakening.  

It is not the swamps of America that need to be conquered and civilized, but Martin’s 

heart.   

The Pickwick Papers, as a mock-heroic adventure tale, may not have its 

characters battling the uncharted territories of the empire, but it does have them exploring 

the uncharted territories of human nature as they seek to study scientifically the 

“character and manners” of their fellow beings (2). Mr. Pickwick and his three other 

bachelor friends set out with the greatest naïveté and find themselves striving against 

unscrupulous lawyers (Dodson and Fogg) and bold con-men (Jingle and Job).  Mr. 

Pickwick’s goodness is especially challenged when he sees Mr. Jingle, who has betrayed 

the Pickwickians’ trust, in debtor’s prison. Dickens plays with the expectations of the 

reader as he has Pickwick going towards Jingle and saying, “Take that.” And yet his 

actions are contrary to how the “world” would treat an enemy:  “in the ordinary 

acceptation of such language, it should have been a blow. As the world runs, it ought to 

have been a sound, hearty cuff; for Mr. Pickwick had been duped, deceived and wronged 

by the destitute outcast who was now wholly in his power. Must we tell the truth? It was 

something from Mr. Pickwick’s waistcoat-pocket which chinked as it was given into 

Job’s hand . . .” (537). Sam Weller, Mr. Pickwick’s faithful servant, describes his 
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employer as “a thorough-bred angel” (575).
146

  His goodness becomes a civilizing force 

in the lives of others. Not only does he make sure that Jingle and Job have food enough 

while in prison; he also pays their fines and sets them up for life in Guyana. Mr. Pickwick 

also rescues Mrs. Bardell, the plaintiff in the suit against him, from prison.  He 

chivalrously sacrifices his principles by paying the court costs in return for a letter from 

Mrs. Bardell stating that there was no breach of contract.  The wicked lawyers may get a 

financial reward, but Mr. Pickwick plays the part of the knight and “rescue[s] her from 

this den of wretchedness” (592). At the end of the novel, Mr. Pickwick is in his own 

domicile and Sam, now married to Mary, is his domestic servant. While he may move 

                                                 

146
 It is difficult to mention the term “angel” without thinking of Coventry Patmore’s Angel in the House 

written in 1854, which celebrates the love a couple share. The poem is a gift from the husband to his wife 

on their wedding anniversary and is a remembrance of their courtship, and a celebration of all her virtues 

that caused him to fall in love with her.  It has little interest for a bachelor who wishes to remain a bachelor 

since “We who are married, let us own/A bachelor’s chief thought in life/Is, or the fool’s not worth a 

groan,/To win a woman for his wife” (49). Later, the wife is praised for her leadership in spiritual things: 

“And when we knelt, she seemed to be/An angel teaching me to pray” (160).  As mentioned in the 

introduction, the poem encompasses the long established literary and social conventions of the day 

regarding wives as maintaining the moral and spiritual elements of the home.  See also Scott’s Marmion, 

who is grateful for a woman as a “ministering angel” during those hours of “pain and anguish” (VI. xxx). 

Pickwick is not only a “ministering angel” to those he cares for, but also those whom he counted as 

enemies. As an angel “in tights and gaiters” (PP 575-76), he not only feeds and clothes Jingle and Job, but 

also offers them forgiveness and a chance at a new life. Dickens, unlike Patmore, finds angelic qualities 

demonstrated in both male and female characters.  
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outside London, he does not retreat from life, for he remains connected to people.  He is 

“known by all the poor people about, who never fail to take their hats off, as he passes, 

with great respect. The children idolize him; and so indeed does the whole neighborhood” 

(719). Bowen notes that the “power and force of friendship, particularly male friendship” 

oppose the “humbug and fraud” that is prevalent in the novel (57). Mr. Pickwick is 

godfather to the children of Mr. Winkle and Mr. Snodgrass, and every year repairs to a 

“large family merry-making at Mr. Wardle’s”; he also has Sam, “between whom and his 

master there exists a steady and reciprocal attachment, which nothing but death will 

sever” (PP 719). The notion that “happily ever afters” are only part of married life is 

dismissed. 

Dickens’s bachelor “angels” are not only apparent in adventures and moments of 

crisis, but also in the “wilderness of London” and in its workplaces (NN 450).  Daniel 

Doyce (Little Dorrit) and the Cheeryble Brothers (NN) have established businesses which 

demonstrate that capitalism need not be only about making a financial profit.   They are 

examples of Carlyle’s “noble Masters” (Past 232, 264), as presented at the beginning of 

this chapter.  They demonstrate that the virtues that flourish at home can flourish in the 

City. While compassion does not normally seem to have economic offshoots, the 

Cheeryble Company becomes in time “Cheeryble and Nickleby” and Nicholas, as a “rich 

and prosperous merchant,” is able to buy his childhood home (NN 830). The business has 

been rooted in generosity, compassion, and hard work.  Being German and having little 

education, the Cheeryble Brothers have had to work against class and ethnic prejudices. 

Nicholas is aware of the social divide that might place the brothers on a lesser scale in the 

eyes of the world.  He notes, “there are scores of people of their own station . . . who 
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wouldn’t ask these men to dinner because they eat with their knives and never went to 

school” (476). Dickens derides such prejudice and holds up the Cheeryble Brothers as 

models of good business practices that combine reason and affection.  Nicholas is drawn 

to Charles Cheeryble immediately because of his countenance: his “clear, twinkling, 

honest, merry, happy eye,” and the “pleasant smile” and the “comical expression of 

mingled slyness, simplicity, kind-heartedness, and good-humour, lighting up his jolly old 

face” (448). When Nicholas is brought to the business place itself, he is aware that 

everything and everyone gives back “some reflection of the kindly spirit of the brothers.”  

Even the “rusty and shattered” blunderbuss and the “broken and edgeless” swords partake 

“of the reigning influence, and [become] emblems of mercy and forbearance” (470).  

Thus it is not surprising that their long-time employee, Tim Linkinwater, is a person who 

has nursed a blind blackbird back to health, or that he concerns himself with bringing 

happiness to a young cripple boy (470, 514-15). Affection reigns in this company and the 

Cheeryble brothers are consistent in being generous and just to their employees.  Aware 

that Tim is getting older, they are happy to give some work to Nicholas Nickleby, but 

they strive to do this in a way that will not offend Tim. Furthermore, in employing 

Nicholas, they are also willing to embrace his family and do what they can to help his 

mother and sister. The paternal Cheerybles commit themselves to not just giving 

Nicholas a job, but also offering their protection: “Nobody belonging to you shall be 

wronged. They shall not hurt a hair of your head, or the boy’s head, or your mother’s 

head, or your sister’s head. I have said it, brother Ned has said it, Tim Linkinwater has 

said it. We have all said it, and we’ll all do it” (596-97). Nor does their benevolence 

extend only to those whom they have deemed worthy, for they generously give money to 
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a man who has just been hurt at the docks (452). The love they share through their 

business fosters love around them.  

While the Cheeryble Brothers demonstrate a paternal relationship with their 

employees,
147

 Doyce and Clennam model an affectionate and compassionate relationship 

between partners.  That a “just” business practice involves such “affection as one man 

owes to another” (Ruskin 169) is shown to be as true for a relationship between partners 

as it is between the employer and the workers. The firm of Doyce and Clennam in Little 

Dorrit is a union resulting from Daniel Doyce’s inventiveness and Arthur Clennam’s 

organizational and financial abilities, as well as from their mutual understanding of the 

right way to run a business. Clennam has given up his interest in his family business, The 

House of Clennam, because he believes that there is some wrong that must be righted and 

his mother will not allow him to delve into this matter.   Daniel Doyce, an inventor and 

engineer, comes into the partnership out of frustration with the Circumlocution Office, 

which prevents him from patenting his ideas.
148

  Rather than devise ways to revenge 

himself, he creates the company with Arthur, then leaves Arthur in charge while he 
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 Mr. Fezziwig in A Christmas Carol also exhibits this kind of care for his employees as demonstrated in 

his Christmas party and dance. As he looks on, Scrooge realizes that this small cost is a huge investment in 

happiness for the Company.  

148
 Sanders also perceives Doyce to be a “nineteenth century ideal” and “a character true to Dickens’s 

image of himself—a self-made achiever, a quintessential meritocrat frustrated by a society clinging to 

outdated gentlemanly prejudices” (145). Wherever Doyce may be on the social scale, Dickens places him 

very high on a moral scale.  
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moves to a colony where they are more than happy to use his inventions and give him the 

support and encouragement he needs. Meagles describes Daniel working: “Dan is 

directing works and executing labours over yonder, that it would make your hair stand on 

end to look at. He’s no public offender. . . . He’s medalled and ribboned, and starred and 

crossed . . .” (801).  Daniel is away when the Company takes a huge financial loss 

because of Arthur’s speculations, but the care that Daniel has for his partner allows the 

Company to recover and the partnership to continue. Once Daniel has been located by 

Mr. Meagles, he is ready to pay Arthur’s debt (which releases him from the Marshalsea), 

restore the business, and attend his marriage to Little Dorrit. Daniel lovingly forgives 

Arthur his mistake that has cost the Company so much. He focuses attention on the future 

by saying that Arthur “will profit by the failure, and will avoid it another time” (802). He 

also affirms Arthur’s skill and his need for Arthur’s abilities because his own work in the 

empire has created a “new and prosperous career” and thus the business stands “in greater 

want of [Arthur] than it ever did” (803).  Doyce does not dismiss the partner who has 

placed the company in jeopardy. Rather, he treats Arthur with compassion and love. That 

the business is a family affair is evident when he literally becomes both the “father of the 

bride” in walking Amy down the aisle to be married to Arthur and brother to the groom 

in his love and care for him.  Daniel and Arthur, the Cheeryble Brothers, Mr Fezziwig, 

and Nicholas Nickleby all exemplify Ruskin’s ideals of ethical business practices by 

allowing the “affections” rather than profit or advantage to influence actions. They 

illustrate Ruskin’s idea of the right relationship between employer and employee. In his 

economic writings, Ruskin cautions the employer to treat his workers as members of a 

family, as beings who have a Soul, and whose Soul is motivated by love and respect:  
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“The largest quantity of work will. . . .  be done only when the motive force, that is to 

say, the will or spirit of the creature, is brought to its greatest strength by its own proper 

fuel: namely the affections” (170).   

The business world runs contrary to Ruskin’s ideas, and many of Dickens’s 

novels bring to life Marx and Engels’s image of the world in The Communist Manifesto 

where there is no other connection between “man and man than naked self-interest, than 

callous ‘cash payment’” (82).
149

  The commercial world is shown to be a heartless engine 

driving onwards in a pursuit of power and wealth, and Dickens demonstrates how the 

values of that world may overtake the values of the hearth. Ruskin argues that to suppress 

the emotions is to disregard the humanity of others; the legal profession prides itself on 

remaining objective, but the consequences of this action are the transformation of the self 

into something less than human. Kincaid points out that “the law . . . disengag[es] itself 

and treat[s] people and experiences as things” (31). Even the kind bachelor lawyer, Mr. 

Lorry (Tale of Two Cities), indicates the need to shun emotion.
150

 When he is revealing to 

Lucie Manette that her father is alive, he works hard to quell his feelings. He explains 

that he has nothing to do with the transaction for he is a “mere machine,” a “speaking 

machine” (TTC 25). He has no time for feelings as his work, his “whole life,” is busy 
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 In using the term “cash payment,” The Communist Manifesto echoes Carlyle’s Past and Present, where 

the words are used many times (see for example pp. 58, 126, 162, 233). 

150
 For a further discussion of Mr. Lorry see Holly Furneaux’s “Serial Bachelorhood and Counter-Marital 

Plotting” (67-8, 73-79).  
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turning an “immense pecuniary Mangle” (26). The job takes priority over the individual 

concerned. Yet he, almost alone among the lawyers, appears able to maintain a balance 

between the objectivity cultivated at work and the need to treat individuals subjectively. 

While we do not observe him so much at work, his close connection with the Manette 

family indicates his capacity for giving and receiving love.  

Unlike Mr. Lorry, who is generally seen at the Manettes’ home, Mr. Wemmick is 

observed at home and at the office (Great Expectations).  Mr. Wemmick, who works for 

Mr. Jaggers, is a character who resists the objectivity of the law offices by dividing 

himself.  Mr.Wemmick’s very clear separation between his public and private lives is 

epitomized in the descriptions of the office and his home. The “separate spheres” he 

creates are not set up along gender lines because he is a bachelor (at least for the 

moment); rather, they demonstrate a separation between work and home. Mr. 

Wemmick’s fortress of a house indicates the potential threat of the City. Although it is a 

“little wooden cottage,” the “top of it [is] cut out and painted like a battery mounted with 

guns” (189). This castle imagery is enhanced by a bridge that can be drawn up to “cut off 

the communication” (189). Not only has Mr. Wemmick created a place of protection, but 

it is also self-sufficient. Out of sight at the back of the house he keeps his animals and his 

garden (189). He does not need to depend on others for he has learned how to do 

everything: he is an “engineer . . . carpenter . . . plumber . . . gardener, and . . . Jack of all 

Trades” (190).  Indeed, his inventions in the home brush the “Newgate cobwebs” of his 

work life away. Furthermore, this private life must be kept hidden from the office.  He 

explains to Pip:  “the office is one thing, and private life is another. When I go into the 

office, I leave the Castle behind me, and when I come into the Castle, I leave the office 
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behind me” (191). Pip notices the changes that come over Mr. Wemmick on their way to 

the city:  

By degrees, Wemmick got dryer and harder as we went along, and his  

mouth tightened into a post-office again. At last, when he got to his place  

of business and he pulled out his key from his coat-collar, he looked as  

unconscious of his Walworth property as if the Castle and the drawbridge  

and the arbour and the lake and the fountain and the Aged, had all been  

blown into space together by the last discharge of the Stinger. (192)  

If Pip wishes to speak with Mr. Wemmick about private matters, he will get one response 

if he meets him at the office and another at his Walworth home.  The drastic contrast 

between Mr. Wemmick’s home life and office life epitomises the toll the heartless world 

takes on those who work in it.   

That sentiment is not a part of the work environment is demonstrated when Pip 

upsets Mr. Wemmick’s careful boundaries.  In his desire to confirm his knowledge of 

Estella’s parentage, he crosses the private/public line upheld in the office and in the 

asking of his questions, he reveals the hearts of Mr. Jaggers and Mr. Wemmick to each 

other. Pip’s questions encourage Mr. Jaggers to share a little of his own history as he 

confirms that he removed Estella from her mother in the hope that she would have a 

better life. Mr. Wemmick’s confidences to Pip are breached when Pip reveals Mr. 

Wemmick’s Walworth self and his “pleasant and playful ways” to Mr. Jaggers (376).  

There is a suggestion that sentiment is contagious, and that it can easily infiltrate itself 

into the workplace.  Pip’s questions encourage Mr. Jaggers and Mr. Wemmick to see 

each other as more than their legal personas: lawyer and clerk, respectively.  However, 
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they are not yet ready for a new understanding in the office.  Order must be restored, and 

the way this is done is through anger and violence directed at someone else.  They both 

participate in squashing the client Mike and jeering at him when he dares to speak of his 

“feelings” (379).  Life in the legal world is back to normal only when sentiment is 

removed.   

While Mr. Wemmick creates a domestic life with his father, the lawyers Mr. 

Jaggers and Mr. Tulkinghorn, in differing degrees, bring the habits of work to bear on 

every aspect of their lives rather than bring domestic virtues into their business.  The 

degree of detachment that their work demands slowly filters into every part of their lives.  

Mr. Jaggers’s speech and mannerisms betray his profession as a lawyer. Even before he 

speaks, his countenance exudes authority. Pip remembers seeing him at Miss Havisham’s 

and notes again his “large head, his dark complexion, his deep-set eyes, his bushy black 

eyebrows, his large watch-chain, his strong black dots of beard and whisker . . . ” (124). 

The repetition of the words “black” and “large” together with “strong” and “deep-set” 

evokes an individual who is firm in his knowledge and understanding. He is described as 

having “an air of authority not to be disputed . . . a manner expressive of knowing 

something secret about every one of us” (123). The skills that Mr. Jaggers has honed in 

the courtroom are also part of his manner when interacting with others. Thus he is unable 

to disguise his contempt when he goes to Pip’s village and hears Wopsle “perform” a trial 

for the entertainment of the crowd at the local pub. He puts an end to the entertainment 

through his “bullying interrogative manner” and allows Wopsle to answer only “yes” or 

“no” to his questions. Wopsle plummets from his role of community entertainer to a 

witness in the courtroom. The same critical judgment he must show in the courtroom, 
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Jaggers expects of those around him, and he punctuates his points by throwing his 

forefinger at people as well as biting it (123, 124, 129). While he may be right, his 

manner is that of a bully. 

   Even when Mr. Jaggers invites Pip and his friends for a dinner party, he cannot 

move beyond his role as a lawyer. He draws out each individual’s characters through 

questions and wine. Pip finds that it is almost impossible to hold on to secrets in Mr. 

Jaggers’ presence:  “he wrenched the weakest part of our disposition out of us” (195). 

Not content to simply understand each individual, Mr. Jaggers happily stirs up strife 

among the party, while he remains in control. He further demonstrates his legal skills as 

well as his vanity by displaying his servant, Molly, and, in particular, her hands, to the 

group of young men.  This “gesture of dominance over the woman, meant to enhance his 

own power in the eyes of his guests, involves an indirect boast. Molly’s case was Mr. 

Jaggers’s first great success as a lawyer, and he won his victory by underplaying the 

strength of her hands” (Morgan 114). Molly is Mr. Jaggers’s trophy, a symbol of his skill 

and power. The muted violence demonstrated in his relationship with Molly is 

highlighted by his interest in Bentley Drummle, Pip’s rival for Estella’s affections and a 

man known to subdue others by force.  The actual nature of the relationship between 

Molly and Mr. Jaggers is vague, but he does keep “down [her] old wild violent nature . . . 

by asserting his power over her in the old way” (GE 378).  Yet despite the domineering, 

some degree of compassion has encouraged him to work hard to keep Molly from the 

gallows and provide her with a home and a job, and ensure that her daughter, Estella, is 

removed from poverty. Further, Mr. Jaggers’s relationship with Pip reveals that he is not 

absolutely heartless. Pip does not seem to be frightened or too intimidated by Mr. 
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Jaggers. Indeed, Pip’s questions remind Mr. Jaggers of his own “poor dreams” (377). 

Although he “admit[s] nothing,” and he gives the information to Pip as a “case,” the sighs 

he utters after Mr. Wemmick’s suggestion that he might be “contriving to have a pleasant 

home” suggest that he, like Mr. Wemmick, may be a divided man (377). His obsessive 

ritual surrounding the washing of his hands with scented soap suggests a need to separate 

his work life from his personal life (192-93). He is not wholly unattached to others.  

 In contrast, Mr. Tulkinghorn, lawyer to Sir Leicester Dedlock of Chesney Wold 

(Bleak House), has allowed the power of knowledge to squash any feelings for others, 

and his lack of compassion for others results in his murder. Mr. Jaggers may reign 

supreme in the courtroom, but Mr. Tulkinghorn is the “silent depository” of secrets (20).  

He attaches himself to families of wealth and title and keeps those things that should be 

hidden from the world safe, yet he shows little sympathy. Lady Dedlock describes him to 

Esther as one who is “mechanically faithful without attachment, and very jealous of the 

profit, privilege, and reputation of being master of the mysteries of great houses” (BH 

537). He always wears black, and he never initiates conversation except on legal grounds. 

Indeed, “he is indifferent to everything but his calling. His calling is the acquisition of 

secrets, and the holding possession of such power as they give him, with no sharer or 

opponent in it” (537). He is depicted as being emotionless and robotic, characteristics that 

we see in Estella who has grown up with a warped love (Great Expectations). Like Miss 

Havisham, he also creates power by not speaking and by encouraging assumptions. Miss 

Havisham allows Pip to believe that she is his benefactor, and Mr. Tulkinghorn allows 

Lady Dedlock to believe that he will tell her husband what he knows. The narrator’s 

assessment of the lawyer coincides with Lady Dedlock’s as he describes Mr. 
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Tulkinghorn’s relentless pursuit of the secret “with no touch of compunction, remorse or 

pity” for her (423).  Lady Dedlock explains to Esther her feeling of entrapment for he “is 

always vigilant and always near [her].” She may be able to “keep him at a stand still,” but 

she knows that she will never “shake him off” (537). The relationship between Mr. 

Tulkinghorn and Lady Dedlock is more than antagonistic: he has targeted her as his prey. 

His motivation is also a secret and the narrator speculates on whether or not his actions 

are caused by passion, jealousy, cruelty, or power (423). All one does know is that Lady 

Dedlock is in danger from the “two eyes of this rusty lawyer, with his wisp of neckcloth 

and his dull black breeches tied with ribbons at the knees” (423).  

It is true that as lawyer to the Dedlock family, Mr. Tulkinghorn’s main concern is 

with Sir Leicester, not Lady Dedlock.  Mr. Tulkinghorn views her ladyship as being not 

only outside the family, but also beneath the family since she has had only her beauty to 

recommend her, not societal status. This difference in class also contributes to the 

struggle between them. Mr. Tulkinghorn’s job is to hush up affairs and to keep the secrets 

of this upper-class family. Yet Mr. Tulkinghorn sets himself up as an adversary to worm 

out Lady Dedlock’s secret, and, because of his extreme indifference to anything but his 

work, she will “never try” to trust him (537). Through his methods, Mr. Tulkinghorn 

becomes a destroyer of domesticity.  When Mr. Tulkinghorn first hears Lady Dedlock’s 

gasp upon examining Captain Hawdon’s handwriting of the legal document, the lawyer 

could have explained to her the importance of telling him the secret in order for him to 

maintain Sir Leicester’s reputation. Instead, he teases Lady Dedlock with his knowledge. 

When he knows that Captain Hawdon is dead, he does not write this clearly in a letter. 

Instead he gives Lady Dedlock a message within his letter to Sir Leicester which 
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underscores his control of the information and his control of her relationship with her 

husband (167-8). What further complicates the matter is that Lady Dedlock herself only 

discovers the full secret as the novel proceeds. She has believed that the secret of her past 

love for Captain Hawdon and the birth of their baby has been completely buried because 

the former has apparently died at sea, and the latter at birth.  From Mr. Tulkinghorn’s 

perspective, Lady Dedlock is holding back information that would help him maintain the 

family’s reputation: they cannot but be at cross-purposes with each other. Mr. 

Tulkinghorn creates such a stifling atmosphere for Lady Dedlock that she feels utterly 

alone. While she does allow Esther to confide in Mr. Jarndyce she refuses to accept any 

help from him.  Indeed, she feels that her “solitary struggle” is beyond any help:  “no 

affection could come near her, and no human creature could render her any aid” (536).  

Neither she nor Mr. Tulkinghorn understand the depths of love that Sir Leicester holds 

for her.
151

  In his pursuit of power, Mr. Tulkinghorn seeks to destroy the private life that 

the domestic sphere is supposed to protect and that he has been commissioned to protect.  

                                                 

151
 Even as Sir Leicester is suffering from a stroke after hearing news from Mr. Bucket, he “can yet 

pronounce her name with something like distinctness in the midst of those intrusive sounds, and in a tone of 

mourning and compassion rather than reproach” (775).  Later, when he knows she has fled, he states in 

front of witnesses that he is on “unaltered terms” with Lady Dedlock, and that he has “no cause whatever of 

complaint against her” (828). It is Sir Leicester, not Mr. Tulkinghorn, who quells the stories around Lady 

Dedlock through his devotion to her: she is placed “in the mausoleum in the park” and “how she died, is all 

mystery” (907).   
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While Mr. Tulkinghorn’s presence is a “key-stone” that keeps the Smallweeds 

and the Chadbands away from Sir Leicester’s door (790), his utter disregard for human 

life causes that “keystone” to fall.  Hortense, George, Jo the sweeper, and Lady Dedlock 

are all victims in his pursuit of power and knowledge of the secrets of others.  

Mr.Tulkinghorn uses Hortense to establish that Lady Dedlock has worn her maid’s 

clothes and leads the maid to believe that he will help her find a new situation.  George’s 

letters from Captain Hawdon are necessary for Mr. Tulkinghorn to confirm that Nemo 

and Captain Hawdon are one and the same, and he threatens George with bankruptcy 

unless he complies. He treats others as objects to be used at his pleasure and discretion. 

He shows his power over these individuals, as well as his disdain, by telling them to 

come to his office, but never being there to speak with them. George complains to Mr. 

Woodcourt that Mr. Tulkinghorn is a “confoundedly bad kind of man . . . a slow-torturing 

kind of man” who has a “power” over George, and “keeps [him] prowling and dangling 

about [him]” (671). This wasting of their time reinforces his importance. Aware of his 

own superiority, he forgets that he is human, and thus vulnerable.  In miscalculating the 

depth of Hortense’s fury, he secures his own death by her hand. His greatness is also 

mocked, for the secret he has been pursuing has already been discovered by Mr. Guppy.  

Mr. Tulkinghorn fails to remember that people have feelings, and thus he dies, alone, in 

his office/home.  

Ralph Nickleby (Nicholas Nickleby) and Ebenezer Scrooge (A Christmas Carol) 

also shun a domestic economy of affection and happiness for a market economy of 

abundant wealth. Unlike Mr. Tulkinghorn, both of these characters have a chance for 

romance and a domestic life apart from work, but they sacrifice this for greed. Scrooge’s 
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fiancée has watched him become increasingly hungry for wealth, feels that he may come 

to resent her poverty, and so releases him from his engagement (CC 38-9). Ralph is 

married, but in order to gain his wife’s inheritance, he hides this fact. Thus, he abandons 

his wife for weeks at a time and places the child a “long way off” to secure the secret.  

While his wife begs him to “avow his marriage” and forgo the inheritance, he refuses and 

loses the love of both wife and child (NN 787). Both Scrooge and Ralph tot up their 

accounting books without an ounce of compassion for the debtors. The stinginess of their 

businesses and their lack of care for their workers are in sad contrast with such 

companies as the Cheeryble Brothers (NN) or Doyce and Clennam (LD). Gaining greater 

wealth is the primary motivator for Ralph. Indeed, he willingly places his niece, Kate, in 

a vulnerable sexual position in the hopes of securing a deal with the rich Lord Frederick. 

He is aware of his avarice and hatred, and yet he justifies his behaviour, believing 

everyone to be similar: “He knew himself well, and choosing to imagine that all mankind 

were cast in the same mould, hated them” (567). His hatred of others is provoked by his 

own greed and the “knowledge” of the same vice in others.  

Dickens illustrates the difficulty of returning to domestic ideals from such a 

detached space. While Ralph’s conscience is touched through the presence of Kate, it is 

not enough to change his behavior.  When Kate questions him, his actions indicate his 

guilt. He “shrinks” from her when she fixes her “kindling eye” on him (241). 

Furthermore, her similarity to her father, Ralph’s brother, causes a more extreme 

response: he staggers “as a man who had seen a spirit from some world beyond the 

grave” (244). Reflecting on Kate makes him wonder if his life could change:   

 . . . still there was, strange though it may seem, something humanizing and even  
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gentle in his thoughts at that moment. He thought of what his home might be  

if Kate were there; he placed her in the empty chair, looked upon her, heard  

her speak; he felt again upon his arm the gentle pressure of the trembling  

hand; he strewed his costly rooms with the hundred silent tokens of  

feminine presence and occupation; he came back again to the cold fireside  

and the silent dreary splendour; and in that one glimpse of a better nature,  

born as it was in selfish thoughts, the rich man felt himself friendless,  

childless, and alone. Gold, for the instant, lost its lustre in his eyes, for there  

were countless treasures of the heart which it could never purchase. (400-1) 

The thoughts of another being draw Ralph out of himself and remind him of the priceless 

economies of the heart. Yet her presence is not enough to cause him to change.  He 

indicates his ability to detach himself from others, stating, “I am not a man to be moved 

by a pretty face. . . . There is a grinning skull beneath it, and men like me who look and 

work below the surface see that, and not its delicate covering” (400). He prides himself 

on seeing the world clearly and not being swayed by sentiment.  However, Ralph 

discovers that such men can suffer heartache:  it is the revelation that Smike is his son, 

and that his son has only known Ralph’s name as a name to hate, and that Smike is 

attached to Nicholas that makes Ralph destroy himself (803-4). He is beset by emotions. 

Jealousy, hatred, guilt, and love are all part of his being that is a “stormy maddened sea” 

(804). Upon that revelation, and the knowledge of his financial ruin, he refuses the aid 

and friendship of the Cheeryble Brothers, and hangs himself. The pursuit of wealth is 

proved a hollow end, and it is the domestic affections that survive. 
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 The difficulty of changing attitudes is further demonstrated in A Christmas Carol, 

because it does take the miracle of the Christmas Ghosts to redeem Ebenezer Scrooge and 

save him from the fate of his partner, Jacob Marley.  While Ralph’s conscience is only 

pricked by the presence of Kate and his remembrances of his childhood, Scrooge’s heart 

is saturated with such domestic scenes.  Scrooge’s sister provides a moral beacon for him, 

and the song that she sings works on his heart: “When this strain of music sounded, all 

the things that Ghost had shown him, came upon his mind; he softened more and more; 

and thought that if he could have listened to it often, years ago, he might have cultivated 

the kindnesses of life for his own happiness with his own hands, without resorting to the 

sexton’s spade that buried Jacob Marley” (CC 58). Added to this childhood scene are 

many other visions that the ghosts present to Scrooge which reveal the warmth of human 

affection. Scrooge realizes that the Christmas party his old master, Mr. Fezziwig, has 

prepared for his family and workers provides happiness for others “quite as great as if it 

cost a fortune” (37). The depiction of the Crachits’ sparse Christmas meal has more to do 

with the communal preparation of it and the anticipation of sharing it with each other 

than the quality of the food:  “They were happy, grateful, pleased with one another, and 

contented with the time” (54). The homosocial vision of the lighthouse keepers and the 

sailors provides another scene of peace and harmony (55-6).
152

 Against these beautiful 

visions and remembrances are the realities of life—Ignorance and Want—represented by 
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 The domestic, for Dickens, is all-encompassing  for it involves all kinds of people and places from 

biological families (Cratchits) to non-related, homosocial groups (lighthouse keepers and sailors).  
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an emaciated boy and girl clutching on to the robes of the Ghost of Christmas Present, 

and Scrooge’s own bleak future and death (62). By the end of his visitation by the 

Ghosts, Scrooge is able to see the needs of the world as occasions for promoting 

happiness. He also realizes how little one needs to do to change some of the realities of 

present life. Getting a bigger turkey to the Cratchits for Christmas Day is not so difficult: 

all it takes is a call out of the window and an exchange of money. And as Scrooge starts 

practicing such acts, he can hardly contain himself. His joke of surprising Bob Cratchit at 

the office the next morning and pretending to be gruff gives him great delight. Scrooge 

embraces the virtues of the home and the heart and, in doing so, takes his place among 

Ruskin’s “just” employers and Carlyle’s “Captains of Industry.”  

 While Carlyle demonstrates the influence that those in positions of authority have, 

his message of justice and righteousness is to all. If one can cultivate a “heroic mind” 

then there is the potential for a “whole world of heroes” (Past 30).  His writing has a 

military ring that calls the individual to arms against this “horrid ‘living chaos of 

Ignorance and Hunger’ weltering round thy feet” (Past 155).  Dickens demonstrates that 

even the most unlikely bachelors are heroes.  Newman Noggs (Nicholas Nickleby) and 

Dick Swiveller (The Old Curiosity Shop) are both living in reduced circumstances 

because of debt and drink. Newman Noggs has once been a gentleman who kept hounds 

and horses, but is now the “decayed gentleman” who serves Ralph Nickleby “for less 

than usual wages of a boy of thirteen” (NN 11). Dick Swiveller has lived beyond his 

means on the expectations of a bequest that will come to him after his aunt’s death.  Yet 

these characters are given new life as they take an interest in helping another, and they 
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help to make a work environment a more just place. Carlyle’s challenge to save “that 

outcast help-needing thing or person” is heeded (Past 254). 

The remembrance of kindnesses that Nicholas and Kate’s father has rendered to 

Newman Noggs fosters in him a desire to help the children, and in doing so, enables him 

to bring down a tyrant and regain his dignity as a heroic man. He takes it upon himself to 

make the house that Ralph is allowing Kate and her mother to live in a little cheerier. It is 

his thoughtfulness and the sacrifice of his own small wages that brings tea, furniture and 

a welcoming fire into the “old” and “gloomy” house (131-2).  Newman works at resisting 

Ralph from his low position.  Even before he meets the other Nicklebys he has 

maintained a quiet rebellion with his master, grunting to end a conversation so that he 

holds the last word (9).  Afterwards, he becomes a vital part of the story as he secretly 

listens to Ralph’s plots and dealings, reads Ralph’s correspondence, informs Nicholas of 

all he knows, and helps bring to a climax the plot against Madeline Bray (773-5). 

Through the course of the story and his interactions with the Nicklebys, he progresses in 

this rebellion:  he acts out a great beating for Ralph (373), and he bides his time until the 

end when he is able to denounce Ralph “face to face, man to man, and like a man” (774). 

Newman is no longer the brow-beaten servant wallowing in his ruin and pride—in his 

confrontation with Ralph, he accepts himself as an equal.  

 Just as helping Kate and Nicholas spurs Newman Noggs to change his narrow 

life in Nicholas Nickleby, so Dick Swiveller finds dignity by treating the servant of Sally 

and Sampson Brass with respect in The Old Curiosity Shop. Like Newman Noggs, he 

becomes aware of injustice happening in his workplace.  Realizing that the young servant 

is hungry and maltreated, he provides her with food.  Moreover, he treats her with 
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respect.  Lonely himself, he accepts her company: he willingly goes downstairs to 

prevent her from getting into trouble with Miss Sally and he teaches her how to play 

cribbage (OCS 428-29).  He further evinces a generous nature as he organizes a drink to 

be sent to Kit in prison, and he takes care of Kit’s mother after Kit has been detained for 

theft.  It is only afterwards, when he returns home, that he “half suspect[s] his affable 

employer of some deep villainy” (473).  When he finally becomes conscious after his 

illness, his first thought is of Kit.  That he has survived his fever is due to the small 

servant who has run away from home and has nursed him back to health.  His knowledge 

of the small servant’s ability to listen at keyholes, together with her courage in finding 

her way through London and bringing Mr. Abel  to Dick, initiates Kit’s freedom and the 

Brasses’ and Quilp’s downfall.  Dick Swiveller and Newman Noggs both concern 

themselves with the domestic tasks of creating physical comforts for others, and they 

both help to rid their worlds of an oppressor.  

Dickens’s bachelors demonstrate their ability to be domestic: to inhabit domestic 

spaces, to create domestic spaces, and to perform domestic tasks. Like Carlyle, Dickens 

calls for his Captains of Industry and his Benevolent Bachelors to fight against the chaos 

of the world, and, like Ruskin, to create workplaces and domestic spaces established on 

justice and affection.  Carlyle warns that “we have profoundly forgotten everywhere that 

Cash-payment is not the sole relation of human beings” (Past 126), and Dickens’s novels 

illustrate the avarice of the world.  This affection for each other, not gain, should be the 

goal of a home and a business.  Social conventions and greed are crushed in the face of 

love.  The bachelor, Mr Twemlow, in his own small way, is really given the last word of 

Our Mutual Friend, and he boldly pronounces his support for love and affection over the 
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conventions of class-conscious marriage. Commenting on the marriage between Eugene 

Wrayburn and Lizzie Hexham, he states:  “if such feelings on the part of this gentleman 

induced this gentleman to marry this lady, I think he is the greater gentleman for the 

action, and makes her the greater lady. I beg to say that when I use the word gentleman, I 

use it in the sense in which the degree may be attained by any man. The feelings of a 

gentleman I hold sacred, and I confess I am not comfortable when they are made the 

subject of sport or general discussion” (emphasis in original, OMF 819-20). Even the 

meek Mr. Twemlow boldly speaks his mind and joins the heroic rank of bachelors who 

embrace and uphold domestic values, refusing to allow individuals to become social 

objectifications (i.e. “dinner furniture,” 6).    
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Conclusion 

A study of bachelors and spinsters in Dickens’s novels may appear to be on the 

same trivial level as Mr. Pickwick’s paper on ponds and freshwater fish: “Speculations on 

the Source of the Hampstead Ponds, with some Observations on the Theory of Tittlebats” 

(PP 1).  His interest in the tittlebat, which is “a small scale-less bony fish . . . found in 

both fresh and saltwater ” (OED), and its habitat, is not so far removed from my interest 

in characters on the margins of society, for the unconfined swimming of the tittlebat 

offers an image of freedom for bachelors and spinsters limited by the gendered 

expectations of Victorian society.  

This project contextualises bachelors and spinsters within the nineteenth century, 

thus allowing their presence to reveal, extend, and dismantle the constraints set on them 

by societal conventions. Rooted in a comic stereotype of the “desiring undesirable” and 

the “un-desiring desirable,” spinsters and bachelors are both given textual clues that 

reveal their lack of eligibility, and most of these prompts reside in their undesirable and 

eccentric bodies.  However, the very acuity of the observations that invites laughter also 

liberates some of the characters to move beyond the stereotype and establish identities. 

Dickens in his 1867 Preface to The Pickwick Papers notes that “in real life the 

peculiarities and oddities of a man who has anything whimsical about him, generally 

impress us first, and that it is not until we are better acquainted with him that we usually 

begin to look below these superficial traits, and to know the better part of him” (PP 724). 

Humour may certainly confirm prejudices, but it also invites one to look beyond the 

surface, and thus may serve as a catalyst for change.  
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Bachelors and spinsters are found to fit into two general categories: those who 

wish to marry and are denied (the jilted/rejected lover), and those who desire to remain 

single and independent. In both categories, the idea of self—finding a self, 

acknowledgement of self—is discovered. Indeed, desire impresses upon the subject 

recognition of her/his self.  

The plot of unrequited love that many spinsters and bachelors share is set 

alongside the typical marriage plot.  The passion that is often subdued in the latter is 

blatant in the heartache of the rejected lover. The response to rejection offers an 

opportunity for either growth or decline. Miss Tox, through her love of Mr. Dombey, 

creates a niche for herself and overturns social conventions as she offers her services as a 

teacher to the working class Toodle family and thinks nothing of walking about in the 

night alone. Ironically, many of the characters whose passion is channelled into hatred 

and revenge are also looking for validation and acknowledgement, even though their 

quest ends in their destruction. Miss Havisham desires to be recognized as a suffering 

individual, not simply an heiress to a brewing company, and Bradley Headstone desires 

to have his feelings and identity acknowledged by his rival, the upper-middle class 

Eugene Wrayburn.  

Those men and women who embrace the world as independent beings, unfettered 

by a spouse, demonstrate that domesticity and the virtues co-existent with domesticity are 

virtues for all: male and female.   Both men and women are able to create domestic 

spaces which offer comfort and healing. Indeed, some of the best Dickensian parents, for 

example, Miss Trotwood and Mr. Peggotty, are spinsters or bachelors. Nicholas Nickleby 

also dismantles the association of home with a physical location and defines it in terms of 
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the emotions. He explains the term to the abused and homeless Smike: “When I talk of 

homes . . . I talk of mine—which is yours of course. If it were defined by any particular 

four walls and a roof, God knows I should be sufficiently puzzled to say whereabouts it 

lay; but that is not what I mean.  When I speak of home, I speak of the place where—in 

default of a better—those I love are gathered together . . .” (NN 443). Just as many of 

these bachelor and spinster homes are identified with love rather than gendered virtue or 

material spaces, so too are many of the businesses owned by bachelors. The Cheeryble 

brothers, Daniel Doyce, and Arthur Clennam demonstrate how a business may be 

profitable when affection, not gain, is its hallmark. The Cheeyble brothers defy the 

conventions of the City with their domestic virtues: “There was something so earnest and 

guileless in the way in which all this was said, and such a complete disregard of all 

conventional restraints and coldnesses, that Nicholas could not resist it.  Among men who 

have any sound and sterling qualities, there is nothing so contagious as pure openness of 

heart” (NN 451).  Dickens’s bachelors become heroes when they model Carlyle’s 

“Captains of Industry” (Past 232) and bring domestic virtues into the workplace. 

 Furthermore, Dickens’s bachelors and spinsters contrast with many unmarried 

men and women in Victorian fiction. Auerbach compares bachelors and spinsters: “The 

old maid’s isolation is her heroic mark, which the ordinary cannot engulf. Absorption 

into family would deny her splendid identity, while it is the only hope of growth for her 

stunted bachelor counterparts” (Woman 144).  Yet, unlike some of these bachelors who 

“manifest nothing stronger than the protective love which breeds no action” (Auerbach, 

Woman 143), Dickens’s bachelors are defined by action, and, while many of them do 

connect with a family, they are at the centre and not at the margins.  It is their vitality that 
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draws others to them.  The Pickwick Papers concludes with Mr. Pickwick hosting the 

marriage of Mr. Snodgrass to Miss Wardle at his new house in Dulwich, and all the 

company come to him.  It is Mr. Pickwick’s presence to which everyone responds: “And 

in the midst of all this, stood Mr. Pickwick, his countenance lighted up with smiles, 

which the heart of no man, woman, or child, could resist; himself the happiest of the 

group . . . inspiring everybody with his looks of gladness and delight” (716-17). Beyond 

his particular group of friends, both adults and children in his neighborhood “idolise him” 

(719). Hardly absorbed into a family, he is an independent and vibrant part of the lives of 

his friends and neighbours.  Even though Tom Pinch and Newman Noggs are described 

at the end of the novel in connection with families, they do not lose their identities within 

these family units; rather, Tom is the one playing the organ as the children dance around 

him and Newman Noggs is the “master of the revels” (MC 715-16, NN 831).  That 

Mary’s child chooses Tom as her favorite and wishes to be nursed by him when she is ill 

points again to the domestic attributes of the bachelor and his capacity for love. Sydney 

Carton’s selfless death secures him a central place in the hearts and memories of the 

Manettes.  He is not absorbed by this family; rather, they are absorbed by him.  The child 

who is named after him will bring his own son to the place of Carton’s execution and 

relate the story of his namesake’s heroic action.  Dickens’s bachelors are angelic heroes, 

contrasting with “stunted” bachelor figures such as Mr. Fairlie in Wilkie Collins’s The 

Woman in White (Auerbach, Woman 144).  

Many of Dickens’s spinsters are also heroes as they forge a “splendid identity” 

even if they are connected with family (Auerbach, Woman 144).  Miss Tox allows her 

life to revolve around Mr. Dombey, but in so doing, she topples the societal expectations 
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for single women, and she finds her “splendid identity.”  Her passion fuels her spirit.  

Miss Trotwood also comes to life by being a parent to David and offering a home to Mr. 

Dick, and the magnificent Miss Pross enables the Darnay family to flee France. Less 

heroic are such characters as Miss Rosa Dartle and Miss Wade, yet they draw attention to 

the confined lives of both the illegitimate and the dependent relative.  While their 

characters are unpleasant, Dickens provides ample scope for understanding their 

situations. Dickens’s single women, loveable or not, are given a space to be heard even if 

Miss Dartle’s story is filtered through David Copperfield and Miss Havisham’s through 

Pip and Herbert. Miss Trotwood and Miss Wade are allowed their own voices, and even 

Miss Sally Brass is rendered sympathetically because she has only had the Law as her 

nursemaid and teacher.  Her intellect is praised while her morals are criticised. It is not 

her skills that stop her from being a full member of the legal world, but the society that 

would not allow her to “take out an attorney’s certificate and hold a place upon the roll” 

(OCS 273).  The stories of these spinsters function to question the conventions set out in 

nineteenth-century England that confine women and to suggest possibilities for change. 

 Dickens’s spinsters and bachelors defy expectations, overturning the gender 

characteristics that Victorian society assigned.  They explode the notions that domesticity 

is the realm of the female and that women cannot enter the work place. They expand the 

definition of family and encourage self-awareness.  Their plot lines of rejection and self-

realisation run alongside and intertwine with the marriage plot.  Dickens’s acute 

observations of these marginal or central characters encourage discussions regarding 

gender, society, domesticity, and the self.  His “wondering” about other lives through his 

writing allows for his readers to wonder with him about “human nature, human passions, 
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human hopes and fear, the struggles, triumphs and defeats, the cares and joys and 

sorrows, the lives and deaths, of common men and women,”  including bachelors and 

spinsters (Hard Times 52).  The complexity of the lives of spinsters and bachelors is 

illustrated through Louisa’s observations to her father about the hidden fire in the 

factories of Coketown: “There seems to be nothing there but languid and monotonous 

smoke. Yet when the night comes, Fire bursts out” (HT 96).  
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