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Abstract

This thesis considers George Sand’s Valentine (1832), Charlotte Bronté’s Jane
Eyre (1847), Gustave Flaubert's Madame Bovary (1856) and Thomas Hardy’s
Jude the Obscure (1895) as female Bildungsromane to analyse representations of
nineteenth-century female education in England and France. The research
presents a justification for an inclusive approach to the Bildungsroman genre, the
parameters of which remain widely contested and often exclude the consideration
of the female protagonist. Fundamentally, this work asserts education as being a
critical component of the development, well-being and contentment of women as
represented by the female protagonists in these novels. The approach adopted
combines perspectives from feminist criticism and Bildungsroman genre theory
with comparative historical analyses and detailed close readings of the novels to
highlight the centrality of female education in the struggle for gender equality.

Education is essential to shaping both the individual and society. It reflects and
reinforces ideological assumptions, morality and notions and realities of personal
worth and potential, and thus, it was a key focus for nineteenth-century feminist
campaigners, both in England and in France. Formal education for girls was of a
utilitarian nature, designed to prepare them for roles within the private rather than



the public sphere, which was the preserve of men. Many feared that educating
women beyond the requirements of domesticity would disrupt the social hierarchy
and interfere with male privileges, rendering debates on the nature and purpose of
female education highly contentious.

While the traditional male Bildungsroman of the period assumes the eventual
accommodation of the individual by broader society after a prolonged period of
formation, social expectations and assumptions about the female remit hindered
such complex development, rendering comfortable integration of the developed or
educated female self into society structurally impossible. Reading these novels as
female Bildungsromane illuminates the struggle of the individual woman against
then-contemporary patriarchal conventions, including obstacles to and the psycho-
social consequences of female education in all its facets.

‘Successful’ Bildung, culminating in the protagonist’s acceptance into society,
occurs only in Jane Eyre, whose linear structure adheres most closely to the
traditional male model of the Bildungsroman, albeit not without compromise. The
success of Jane’s formation hinges on her ability to delay marriage until she can
commit on her own terms after an extended period of development. She is able to
resist unsatisfactory marriage proposals by means of self-assertion, cultivated by
her reading and the establishment of female support networks. In contrast, the
protagonists’ development in the other narratives is more circular as they are
unable to extricate themselves from the mistakes of their youth, rely on female
companionship, or overthrow the prejudices of their respective societies.

In each novel, the outcomes of a utilitarian model of formal education are
represented as damaging. Not only does a system based on control of women
thwart the development of the individual, but such methods actually encourage the
rebellion they are designed to prevent. Self-education, and, in particular, self-
directed reading, is represented as an act of resistance against the established
order. In all four novels, the development of female Bildung appears thwarted by
society’s refusal to grant women the process of trial and error which is integral to
male Bildung. With the exception of Jane Eyre, there is a negative correlation
between the development of self-knowledge and the social opportunities available.

By centralising the plight of the female protagonist, the novels become vehicles of
social criticism that present the dire consequences of a system predicated on
female dependence and repression. They present powerful counter-narratives to
the traditional educational remit for women, reflecting the growing social unrest
that instigated social reform and fuelled the gradual movement towards female
emancipation.



Contents

INtroducCtion ... —— 4
Chapter One: Formal Education ..........ccccccccciiiimimeeccnninnreesssseeeeeeanns 34
1.1 Jane Eyre and Lowood INSHIULION .......cciiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieieeeeeeeeceeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee e 49
1.2 Emma Bovary and the French Convent ... 57
1.3 Sue Bridehead and the Teacher Training College .......covvvviiiiiiiriiiieieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee 64
1.4 Valentine, the French Convent and the Pavilion..........cooooveeeiiiieeeiiieeee e, 68
Chapter Two: Self-Education ..o e, 75
2.1 The Habit of Reading and its PUrPOSES .......ccoeiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeee e 82
2.2 Reading as Access 1o CURUre..........ooooiii i, 91
2.3 The Effects of Reading upon BildUNQ .......coevueiiiiiiiiriiiiccee e 98
Chapter Three: Skills and Accomplishments.........cccccevrvemnnnneee. 126
3.1 Jane Eyre, Sue Bridehead and the Power of SKills ..., 133
3.2 Valentine, Emma Bovary and the Perils of Performance...........cccooovveeiieiiieiiceenne. 146

Chapter Four: Socialisation and Support Networks: Parents,

Guardians and Female Communities ....c..ccoevreirireireireirerennrnneens 157
4.1 Parents, GUArdians and ClaSS......cuuciieuiiiiriiieeieeeireesesesesesssessesesnsersesrsesessaseees 160
4.2 FEMAIE COMMUNITIES ..oeeuiieeeeeee ettt et et e e et e e e e e e s e e e e eaeseenreeneeennarenneenen 190

Chapter Five: Romantic Relationships, Marriage and the

Trajectory of Female Bildung..........ccoimimmiiiecciiiiiirreeeee 209
5.1 Intellectual Connections and Sympathies of Temperament...........ccccceeeiiiiinnnenn. 214
5.2 Progression and Regression: Trajectories and Outcomes of Female Bildung...... 234

CoNCIUSION ... 256

WOrKs Cited ...t - 290



Introduction

The nineteenth century was a period of far-reaching political, economic, and social
developments both in England and in France, which included the widening of male
suffrage, educational reform, and the emergence of the women’s movement.
Alongside the right to vote and to own property, equal access to education was
one of the central demands of the women’s rights movement. ‘Education was what
the slave-owners most dreaded for their slaves, for they knew it to be the sure
road to emancipation. It is to education that we must first look for the emancipation
of women’, wrote the English reformer Josephine Butler in 1868. (Butler 2001: 79)

In England, the Equal Franchise Act, which allowed women the same voting
rights as men, was not passed until 1928, and in France, this was not achieved
until 1944, almost one hundred years after universal male suffrage passed into
statute (1848). Wives in England were prohibited from owning their own property
until the Married Women’s Property Act of 1882, and in France, although married
women were able to dispose of their own income from 1907, they were unable to
work without their husband’s permission or open a personal bank account until
1965. Such laws reflect the legal difficulties facing women who sought
independence and support the assumption that the system was built to preserve
male dominance.

The current definitions of ‘education’ offered by The Chambers Dictionary
include: the ‘bringing up or training [...] of a child’, ‘instruction’ at a school or
university, and lastly, ‘strengthening of the powers of body and mind; culture’.
(Brookes 2003: 475) Depending on the context, ‘education’ can therefore relate to
formal instruction, upbringing, self-cultivation or socialisation. Each of these

domains of meaning also plays a role in the concept of Bildung. The word



‘education’ originates from two Latin concepts: educare, meaning to ‘train; to bring
up a child physically or mentally’; and educere, meaning ‘to lead or draw out’.
(Smith and Lockwood 2002: 223) On the one hand, educare suggests the passing-
on of knowledge, usually from a member of an older generation, and on the other,
educere denotes the ability to use and adapt knowledge in order to apply oneself
to new environments — to be able to think critically and find solutions to problems
that arise. Randall V. Bass and J.W. Good argue that one of the major problems in
modern attitudes towards education is that people understand the word in different

ways, some as educare and others as educere:

One side uses education to mean the preservation and passing down of
knowledge and the shaping of youths in the image of their parents. The other
side sees education as preparing a new generation for the changes that are
to come — readying them to create solutions to problems yet unknown. One
calls for rote memorisation and becoming good workers. The other requires

questioning, thinking and creating. (Bass and Good 2004: 162)

With this in mind, educare can be understood as a means of preserving the status
quo through the perpetuation and emulation of traditional attitudes, and educere
could denote the development of the autonomy of the individual. This dichotomy
reflects the contrast between a utilitarian approach to education and the concept of
Bildung celebrated by Wilhelm von Humboldt. In this thesis, the term ‘utilitarian
education’ is used to describe education that serves the state and society as
opposed to the development of the individual.

In an early nineteenth-century definition, the emphasis on the moral and

social aspects of education is more pronounced. In Johnson’s dictionary of 1805,



the main entry for ‘education’ reads: ‘Formation of manners in youth; the manner
of breeding youth, nurture’. (1805: s.p.) Here, intellectual development is not
mentioned, but the reference to ‘manners’ reflects a preoccupation with social
conformity. The entry also draws on Swift to underpin the importance of morality in
the teaching of the young: ‘All nations have agreed in the necessity of a strict
education, which consisted in the observance of moral duties’. (s.p.)

The emphasis on morality is also evident in the mid-nineteenth-century
French definition. In Littré’s Dictionnaire de la Langue Francgaise (1863),
‘éducation’ is defined as: ‘Action d’élever, de former un enfant, un jeune homme;
ensemble des habiletés intellectuelles ou manuelles qui s’acquiérent, et ensemble
des qualités morales qui se développent’. (Littré 1863: 1303) The gender-specific
term ‘un jeune homme’ demonstrates the attitude that education was primarily
viewed as a pursuit for men, who would require intellectual and practical skills in
order to occupy the public sphere. A subsequent example of ‘éducation’ in usage
refers to the ‘Education des filles’ as an entry separate from the general definition
of ‘éducation’. This reflects the idea that girls’ education was an isolated
phenomenon and therefore not integral to the concept of education itself. The
definition in this entry quotes the Archbishop Frangois Fénelon, who wrote a
treatise on L’Education des Filles in 1687: ‘Rien n’est plus négligé que I'’éducation
des filles; [...] on suppose qu’on doit donner a ce sexe peu d’instruction;
I‘éducation des gargons passe pour une des principales affaires par rapport au
bien public’. (cited in Littré 1863: 1303) The fact that a mid-nineteenth century
definition of education draws on work published nearly two centuries earlier
alludes to the antiquated attitude towards the education of girls in France at the
time of the dictionary’s publication. In one sense, Fénelon laments the neglect of

girls’ education, but he does not appear to consider this a matter of utmost public



concern, given that the female destiny was domestic. This is evocative of the
‘separate spheres’ approach to the sexes, which dominated nineteenth-century
discourses on education and gender roles in both countries.

The expectation that women were to remain dependent is evidenced by the
educational provision in both countries. In England, compulsory primary education
for girls aged five to ten was not introduced until the Education Act of 1880, and in
France, a similar law was introduced in 1882 by Jules Ferry, which decreed that all
children aged six to thirteen were to receive formal schooling. While the state
started to take an interest in education in France much earlier than in England
following Napoleon’s Civil Code of 1804, no significant progress was made with
regards to girls’ education in either country until the middle of the century. In 1848,
Queen’s College London was opened with the intention to provide governesses
with an education supported by academic qualifications and across the channel,
1850 saw the introduction of the Falloux Law, which broadened the availability of
primary education for girls in communes of over 800 people. The schools
established in France between 1850 and 1853 were not free of charge, however,
and 60 per cent of them were run by religious orders at which teachers were not
required to obtain the brevet de capacité certificate. State-run colleges accepted
women in France from 1879, but female students were unable to prepare
specifically for the baccalauréat until 1924, indicating a reluctance for women to
pursue higher academic ambitions. Though in England, the founding of Girton
College Cambridge in 1869 signalled women’s admission to the university, a
similar attitude was reflected in that they were not granted equal degree status at
the college until 1948. The University of London was the first in the United
Kingdom to gain the authority to award degrees to women in 1878, and in France,

the first degree was awarded to a woman in Lyon in 1861. Writing at the beginning



of the century, Madame la Comtesse de Rémusat made a statement that was to
remain relevant to the state’s negligent attitude towards female education in both
countries for the remainder of the century: ‘L’éducation a une grande autorité sur
toute la vie, elle nous prépare a I'état que nous devons remplir dans la société’.
(Rémusat 1824: 22-3)

This utilitarian attitude that education, or lack thereof, should be directed
towards the fulfilment of state interests was also reflected in the haphazard nature
of the curricula, which generally comprised religion, skills for domestic work and
literacy and numeracy. In France, the precedent was set by Napoleon who had a
vested interest in restoring public order by ‘strengthening the patriarchal family’
after the disruption caused by the Revolution: ‘He saw religion as the essence of
girls’ education, and envisaged only a limited curriculum, three-quarters of which
was devoted to needlework and domestic economy’. (Bellaigue: 2007: 27, 28)
The content of the education at non-religious schools included ‘lecture, écriture,
trauvaux de couture’ with the addition of ‘'orthographe, plain-chant et
I'arithmétique, limitée a I'addition et a la soustraction’ in smaller schools. (Mayeur
1979: 23) According to James F. McMillan, however, despite education for girls
having become more accessible from the 1850s, the content of the teaching in
both state and religious schools remained limited, as ‘more time was devoted to
the teaching of religion and sewing than to reading, writing and arithmetic’.
(McMillan 2000: 60)

In England, the content of girls’ education was similarly non-standardised,
particularly in the first half of the century. Middle class girls ‘were taught to read
and write and instructed in religion’, but beyond this, their education generally
focused on accomplishments intended to represent class status and attract a

husband, such as ‘drawing, singing, [...] playing a musical instrument’ and the



study of modern languages. (Steinbach 2005: 175) Although the state began to
take more of an interest in education following Forster’s Education Act of 1870, the
intention for women to remain in the private sphere is reflected in the initiative of
the 1870s which offered women financial incentives to study domestic economy.
(see Steinbach 2005: 183)

Despite the progress made in women’s education in both countries over the
course of the century, women’s destiny was widely considered to be confined to
domestic roles as wives and mothers. In England, for example, Queen Victoria
‘subscribed to the middle-class truism that marriage was women's profession’ and
was ‘appalled’ at the suggestion that women's suffrage should be considered as
the next natural progression. (Schama 2002: 219, 217) The idea that a woman
was formed for marriage and should be educated with such an objective in mind
was supported by English nineteenth-century writers and philosophers such as
John Ruskin and Coventry Patmore. In his lecture, Of Queen’s Gardens (1864),
Ruskin advocated the idea that ‘the woman’s true place and power’ lay in the
home and that her learning should be directed for the benefit of her husband: ‘a
man ought to know any science or language he learns, thoroughly — while a
woman ought to know the same language, or science, only so far as may enable
her to sympathise in her husband’s pleasures’. (Ruskin 1895: 109, 118) This
attitude reflects the ‘separate spheres’ approach to both education and social
roles; women were not to be educated for their own progress or pleasure, but to
reinforce patriarchal inequalities. Furthermore, Ruskin anticipated that the limited
knowledge a woman gained was to render her ‘enduringly, incorruptibly good;
instinctively, infallibly wise — wise, not for self-development, but for self-
renunciation’. (109) In spite of the restrictions placed on their knowledge and

experience, women were entrusted with the morality of the nation’s men and



children; fulfilment of this selfless female role was thus a duty to the state for which
their education was to prepare them.

Arguments in favour of the subjection of women to men were prevalent in
both England and France. Rousseau’s publication of Emile ou de I'Education in
1762 asserted the importance of mothers as the moral guardians of the family, and
by extension, the moral linchpin of the state. In Rousseau’s view, given that ‘les
soins domestiques font la plus chére occupation de la femme et le plus doux
amusement du mari’, when ‘les méres daignent nourrir leurs enfants, les moeurs
vont se réformer d’elles-mémes [...]; 'Etat va se repeupler’. (Rousseau 2009: 58)
He attributes public importance to the domestic sphere and asserts that women
should be educated for such a role, in which their inferiority to men is reflected in
their selflessness: ‘toute I'éducation des femmes doit étre relative aux hommes.
Leur plaire, leur étre utiles [...] voila les devoirs des femmes dans tous les temps,
et ce qu’on doit leur apprendre dés leur enfance’. (526)

This approach to the purpose of female education had far-reaching influence
in both countries for the duration of the nineteenth century. Comparable views are
evident in Coventry Patmore’s The Angel in the House (1854), in which he asserts
that ‘Man must be pleased; but him to please / Is woman’s pleasure’, forming an
image of contented submission on which the Victorian ideal of woman was based.
(Patmore 1887: 74) Similarly, according to the twentieth-century historian,
Frangoise Mayeur, the legacy of what she calls Rousseau’s ‘égocentrisme
masculin’ was evident over a hundred years after the publication of Emile in the
Ferry laws of the early 1880s. Even though the law of 1882 made primary
education for girls compulsory, Mayeur states that the justifications provided for
‘les limites apportées a l'instruction féminine’ substantially reflected Rousseau’s

approach. (Mayeur 1979: 32) This demonstrates that even those who were
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essentially in favour of educating women often were so inclined in order to
preserve the status quo. A further example of this can be seen in the works of Félix
Dupanloup, who became the bishop of Orléans in 1849 and wrote extensively on
the subject of education. His treatise on the education of girls laments an
education system which prevents them from attaining ‘leur développement
légitime’, and yet, his reasoning for the importance of female intelligence is that it
should be used foremost to aid a woman in her duties towards others: ‘son
premier devoir, c’est de rendre heureux son Mari. Mais pour rendre un mari et des
enfants bons et heureux [...] il faut précisément avoir des femmes fortes par
I'intelligence’. (Dupanloup 1879: 13, 42) It is only once her duties towards God, her
husband and her children are complete that she is permitted to devote any time to
the cultivation of her own faculties: ‘tous ces devoirs une fois remplis [...] il reste a
se faire a soi-méme la charité de travailler un peu pour soi’. (177) It emerges that
Dupanloup, in spite of his support of the development of the female intellect,
remains a proponent of the idea that women occupy the position at the base of the
familial and social hierarchies.

As religion played a pivotal role in the formal and domestic education of girls
in both countries, it can be assumed that female subservience pervaded the
content of their instruction through study of scripture. The hierarchy supported by
Dupanloup can be traced back to biblical references such as Ephesians 5: 22-24:
‘Wives, submit yourselves unto your husbands, as unto the Lord. [...] [L]et the
wives be to their own husbands in every thing’'. Religious justification of male
authority indicates that submission is integral to a woman’s duty to God, which
raises the importance of domestic obedience to a higher plane. The Bible also
dictates that women should learn in accordance to their subordinate position, for

example, in Timothy 2: 11-12 it is written: ‘Let the woman learn in silence with all
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subjection. But | suffer not a woman to teach, not to usurp authority over the man,
but to be in silence’. This excerpt encompasses the multiple elements of passivity
that women were expected to adhere to: passivity towards men, their professional
prospects and even their own learning. The instruction is that women are to
relinquish their subjectivity in all aspects of life, including their spiritual and moral
education: ‘Let your women keep silence in the churches [...]. And if they will learn
any thing, let them ask their husbands at home: for it is a shame for women to
speak in the church’. (Corinthians 14: 34-5) Forbidding women from talking in
church excludes them from discussion of scripture and condemns them to passive
observation rather than active participation in their education. It is by requiring that
women remain silent, deferent and respectful of male authority, as supported by
scripture, that the patriarchy protects itself from challenge. The fact that religious
studies occupied such a significant portion of girls’ education provides further
evidence to suggest that curricula were designed in relation to state interests, not
least the protection of male preserves.

The implication behind charging a husband with his wife’s learning is that
male superiority extends to the intellectual faculties. One dominant nineteenth-
century argument was that the capacity of the intellect was linked to the capacity
of the anatomy; it follows that men could claim intellectual dominance over women
by virtue of greater physical stature. A proponent of this idea was Pierre-Joseph
Proudhon, who argued: ‘si ’homme avait plus de puissance nerveuse et
musculaire que la femme, en vertu de l'unité de I'étre, [...] il devait avoir aussi plus
de puissance intellectuelle’. (Proudhon 1875: 25) Proudhon used this logic to
justify his belief in the general inferiority of women and to legitimise the restriction
of the female role to the private sphere. By asserting that a woman’s nature ‘I'a

enchainée, dans son développement méme, a la beauté’, he denies them
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participation in public functions on the basis that ‘la guerre sied [...] peu a la
beauté’ . (33, 12) For Proudhon, ‘la guerre’ encompasses all spheres of national
influence, such as ‘la politique’, ‘[les] fonctions juridiques, policiéres ou
gouvernementales’, which leads him to the conclusion that ‘le régne de la femme
est dans la famille’. (12) The fact the Proudhon was elected to the Constituent
Assembly in 1848 indicates that such views were generally accepted by
constituents, or at the very least, not considered objectionable enough to harm his
candidacy.

Arguments which discredited the female intellect and called for a limited
sphere of female action on physiological grounds were also prevalent in England.
In 1887, after educational provision for women had begun to broaden, the
scientist, George J. Romanes, affirmed that the heavier male brain possessed ‘a
greater power of amassing knowledge’ than the lighter female brain, which led to
‘more numerous instances of profound erudition among men’. (Romanes 2001: 11)
Of course, this argument does not take into account the far greater extent of the
educational and professional opportunities that were open to men at the time, but
it provides a useful example of the way in which male superiority was reinforced
not only by religion, but by the science of the time, demonstrating that these
beliefs were still common in the latter decades of the century.

The English educational writer, Elizabeth Sewell, concurred with the theory
that the female constitution was not as suited to rigorous intellectual pursuits as
the male in her 1865 text, Principles of Education. Her arguments were based on
the fact that boys in their youth devoted more time to physical activity outdoors
than girls, who were more accustomed to ‘dwell[ing] in quiet homes’. (Sewell 2001:
144) According to Sewell, this sheltered existence rendered girls less able to bear

the strain of study, which made them vulnerable to a decline in health: ‘if she is
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allowed to run the risks which to the boy are a matter of indifference, she will
probably develop some disease which if not fatal, will at any rate be an injury to
her for life’. (144-5) If this were true, the ‘separate spheres’ approach to gender
roles and education reinforced itself; the assumption that girls required the
protection of the domestic environment due to their inherent vulnerability rendered
them less robust, and therefore less fit for study, meaning that they became even
more dependent on the sphere they were intended to occupy. This approach only
served to perpetuate the attitude of female dependence and intellectual inferiority,
making it harder for girls to break the cycle.

The French historian Jules Michelet made a similar contribution to the canon
of female helplessness in his La Femme of 1860, in which he proposed that the
female physiology could not support the demands of labour outside of the
household. He claimed that ‘la femme ne peut travailler longtemps ni debout, ni
assise’ because of the likelihood of ‘accidents sanguins’, which led him to advise
that the ‘allant et venant’ of household chores were best suited to the female
disposition. (Michelet 1860: 21) The effect of this guidance was to dissuade
women from any employment in the public sphere which might have provided
independence, in favour of relegating women to domestic duties: ‘Il faut qu’elle ait
un ménage, il faut qu’elle soit mariée’. (21) Though expressed under the guise of
chivalry, in essence, Michelet’s views were no less misogynistic that those of
Proudhon. He dismissed female participation in politics on his assessment that it
required ‘un esprit générateur et trés-male’, and asserted the idea that a woman’s
very existence was dependent upon men: ‘Elle n’a pas un aliment, pas un
bonheur, une richesse, qui ne lui vienne de lui’. (167) By creating the impression
that men provide for women physically, emotionally and financially, Michelet

implies that the reciprocity lies in women’s selfless devotion to men thereafter. As
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such, he demonstrates a general accordance to Rousseau’s view that women are
formed ‘pour plaire et pour étre subjugée’. (Rousseau 2009: 517)

The numerous barriers stacked against women’s intellectual, social and
professional development offer an overview of the resistance towards allowing and
developing female agency in nineteenth-century England and France. Emerging
from and responding to these particular socio-political and cultural backgrounds,
the nineteenth-century English and French Bildungsroman provides a useful
framework against which the relationship between the individual and society can
be analysed, as well as a barometer for dominant cultural preoccupations and
anxieties. According to James Schmidt, the term Bildung was used by sixteenth
and seventeenth-century German philosophers, including Bohme and Leibniz, to
‘denote the development or “unfolding” of certain possibilities within an organism’.
(Schmidt 1996: 630) This implies that each individual harbours a certain potential
towards which the development of their faculties will drive them. The course of
progress towards the potential of an individual cannot take place in a vacuum,
howevers; it relies in no small part upon the context in which the individual must
develop.

Marc Redfield, in his discussion of the Bildungsroman, describes the process
of Bildung as ‘the gradual acculturation or socialisation of a self’, reflecting the
individual’s movement from an insular origin towards an eventual accommodation
by exterior society. (Redfield 1994: 17) Redfield’s summary chimes with the
perspective of the Prussian philosopher and government official Wilhelm von
Humboldt, who was writing on the subject in the 1790s. When Humboldt became
an education official in Prussia in 1809, he envisaged that Bildung could form the
basis of a reformed system of national education, which would concentrate on the

cultivation of the specific talents of the individual. By shifting the emphasis of
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education from the objectives of the state to the benefit of the person, Humboldt
proposed a more ‘liberal’ system which offered an alternative to a ‘utilitarian’
education directed by state interests. He considered that the fulfilment of Bildung
was ‘the ultimate task of our existence’ — a task which comprised ‘the linking of
the self to the world’ through ‘vital activity’. (Humboldt 1999: 58) In order for such a
process to take its course and for society to reap the benefits of human
development, Humboldt argued that ‘an ampler range of freedom for human
forces, and a richer diversity of circumstances and situations’ were required.
(1854: 4) His assessment indicates the importance he attributed to social
conditions for the optimal development of the individual’s ‘vigour’, ‘diversity’ and
‘originality’, concepts which he considered to be of paramount importance to the
advancement of civilisation: ‘{men] cannot aspire to still loftier heights save
through the development of individuals’. (1854: 13, 65)

From these various ideas, it can be understood that a process of Bildung
entails the development and education of the individual within a certain social
context with the eventual objective of integration. While the Bildungsroman genre
can loosely be thought of as ‘the novel of education’, its parameters are widely
debated. The term did not come into popular usage until the early twentieth
century when Wilhelm Dilthey applied it to Goethe’s Wilhelm Meister's
Apprenticeship (1796). This was later widely appreciated as the first example of
the Bildungsroman genre which, in Dilthey’s opinion, celebrated ‘the optimism of
personal development’. (Dilthey 1985: 336) Although Dilthey’s evaluation does not
acknowledge the irony of Goethe’s text, it gained popular acceptance. (see
Steinecke 1991: 93) According to Dilthey, in the German Bildungsroman, ‘[l]ife’s
dissonances and conflicts appear as necessary transitions to be withstood by the

individual on his way towards maturity and harmony’. (Dilthey 1985: 336) The
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setbacks the protagonist experiences eventually lead to a stage in his
development where ‘he is about to act decisively in the world’. (Dilthey 1985: 343)
In other words, in the traditional German Bildungsroman, as represented primarily
by Wilhelm Meister, social acceptance permits the protagonist both freedom and
agency, demonstrating not only that hardships, errors and ‘life’s dissonances’ can
be overcome, but that they are a requisite of personal progress.

James N. Hardin draws on the work of Jurgen Jacobs and Markus Krause to
provide the following definition of the Bildungsroman genre: it links ‘the intellectual
and social development of a central figure who, after going out into the world and
experiencing both defeats and triumphs, comes to a better understanding of self
and to a generally affirmative view of the world’. (Hardin 1991: xiii) This
presupposes that social accommodation can take place in spite of the errors made
by the protagonist and reflects the optimism of personal development lauded by
Dilthey. It entails what Abel, Hirsch and Langland refer to as ‘organic growth’ which
‘assumes the possibility of individual achievement and social integration’. (1983: 5)
This implies that the fusion of the individual and society is a natural process, and it
anticipates an arrival at a mutual understanding and acceptance between the two
parties. As the sketch of the educational landscape at the beginning of this
introduction shows, in the context of nineteenth-century England and France, men
were educated to inhabit the public sphere as active participants in society and its
government, whereas women were expected to fulfil domestic functions within the
private sphere. The situation was similar in Germany. For this reason, the
protagonist of the traditional German Bildungsroman was male, as autonomy,
experience and the freedom to develop were the preserves of men. Because the
general process of Bildung entails the acquisition of knowledge, leading the

protagonist from the realms of the ‘unknown’ to the ‘known’, the traditional model

17



of the Bildungsroman often gives an overall impression of linear development.
(see Minden 1997: 1) If, however, the focal point is shifted from a man, towards
whom society’s institutions and privileges are orientated, to a woman, whose
destiny is thought to lie in servitude within the confines of the home, it is
unsurprising that this journey of self-development and social acceptance might be
more fraught. As Abel, Hirsch and Langland note, ‘successful Bildung requires the
existence of a social context that will facilitate the unfolding of inner capacities’,
however, ‘[e]ven the broadest definitions of the Bildungsroman presuppose a
range of social options available only to men’. (1983 6, 7) In a social context that
demanded the renunciation of the female self and denied women the right to error
and experience, what is to be done when a woman finds that she is unable to
conform to convention?

The female Bildungsroman genre aptly captures the complexities that stood
in the way of the full development of the nineteenth-century female protagonist, as
it shines a spotlight on the hindrances to harmonious socialisation. Although
George Sand’s Valentine (1832), Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre (1847), Gustave
Flaubert’'s Madame Bovary (1856) and Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure (1895)
were not self-consciously written as Bildungsromane, they contain many elements
and features that conform to the genre conventions. These will be explored in
depth in the following chapters. Reading them through a Bildungsroman lens,
moreover, allows for a focused comparative thematic analysis of the novels’
criticism of the socially condoned channels of education for women. Their
representations of the obstacles stacked against a linear, ‘affirmative’ or ‘optimistic’
course of female development reflect the concerns of the nineteenth-century

women’s movement in England and France.
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As previously mentioned, critics have been unable to reach a consensus as
to the exact parameters of the Bildungsroman genre. As Hardin states, ‘most
traditional definitions of the Bildungsroman consider an accommodation between
the individual and society an essential characteristic of the genre’, which indicates
that a Bildungsroman can only be classed as such if the protagonist’s Bildung
culminates in successful socialisation. (Hardin 1991: xxi) Such success
necessarily entails compliance, compromise or lenience. Similarly, although Jeffrey
L. Sammons asserts that the Bildungsroman ‘should have something to do with
Bildung', his perspective diverges from Hardin’s statement: ‘It does not much
matter whether the process of Bildung succeeds or fails, whether the protagonist
achieves an accommodation with life and society or not. (Sammons 1991: 41) In
Sammons’s view, the success or failure of the Bildung itself is of less importance
to the definition of the genre than the context. As such, his advice is to
‘circumscribe the applicability of the term by keeping it within its historical and
especially its ideological limits’. (42) Harmut Steinecke, on the other hand, is of the
view that including ‘the impossibility of Bildung and its parody’ within the genre
would render it ‘far too general’. (Steinecke 1991: 94) Instead, he proposes the
term ‘Individualroman’, which would address both the development of the
individual and the ‘possibilities the society of a period offers the individual for the
unfolding of his or her unique personality’. (94-5) While this proposition is
refreshingly inclusive of both genders and could entail narratives of failed Bildung,
introducing a separate genre for the concept of failure perhaps poses a barrier to
comparison. Furthermore, when considering the Bildungsroman from a feminist
perspective, a genre that assumes male liberties is useful for exposing
inequalities. These arguments could prevent novels with female protagonists from

being considered within the framework, but this would deprive critics of a
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compelling comparative dimension and a valuable perspective on the experience
of the nineteenth-century woman. Refusal to consider diverse female perspectives
within the genre denotes an exclusivity which could be considered comparable to
patriarchal attitudes that limit the female remit.

In the words of M. M. Bakhtin, the special theme of the Bildungsroman is ‘the
image of man in the process of becoming’, highlighting the concept of evolution
which eventually allows him to ‘emerge[] along with the world’. (Bakhtin 1986: 19,
23) While this idea does provide the impression of the world being in a state of
flux, it insinuates that the emergence of the world and the emergence of man are
parallel processes that can take place simultaneously and harmoniously.
Aleksandar Stevi¢ develops this idea in his recent analysis of the genre in the
nineteenth century: ‘the process of becoming someone [...] is always contested,
invariably caught up in fundamental and often irresolvable disputes about the
available ways of living’. (Stevi¢ 2020: 2) Stevi¢ posits the defining characteristic of
the nineteenth-century Bildungsroman as being ‘the crisis of individual
development’, in which the development is ‘inverted and frustrated or, at the very
least, put under extreme pressure’. (2, 1) His inclusive approach to the genre is
most suited to the purposes of this research, as he recognises the difficulties of
becoming someone in a century characterised by change, validates the
experience of the male and female protagonist and focuses on the social criticism
the novels offer. In Stevi¢’s view, inclusivity shapes a more useful genre than
exclusivity: ‘Bildungsroman understood as a genre dealing with diverse modes of
modern socialization scores far better: it can accept new members while still
maintaining sufficient stability’. (2020: 170-1)

According to Eve Tavor Bannet, the Bildungsroman featuring a female

protagonist performed a pedagogical function in the eighteenth century, with the
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objective of instilling moral values in the mind of the reader. The heroine served as
a ‘model’ rather than a ‘warning’ and as such, was only permitted one flaw:
‘ignorance of the ways of the world’. (Bannet 1991: 205) As Bannet writes, by
allowing the heroine to make errors of naivety, ‘it was hoped her example would
help other young women to avoid [them]’." (206) Such a heroine was ‘shown
learning the prudence or judgement necessary to guard her in society’, however,
‘she was incapable of real moral or intellectual development’ because, save her
vulnerability, she was flawless. (206, 205)

In the nineteenth-century examples that have been selected for this
research, the female Bildungsroman moves away from the sphere of conduct
literature towards a vehicle of social criticism. The term ‘female Bildungsroman’in
this work refers to a novel featuring a female protagonist that complies with and/or
complicates and subverts core features of the genre. Valentine, Jane Eyre,
Madame Bovary and Jude the Obscure engage critically with the various barriers
opposing female development in its numerous forms, including: the obstacles to
intellectual cultivation; expectations of marriage and the repression of female
desire; male property rights; financial and aspirational dependence upon men; the
limitations of class; and the pervading threat of manipulation by men, facilitated by
a lack of female experience. What emerges from study of these texts is that the
restrictions placed on female development and experience render women more
likely to commit socially reprehensible errors from which they are unable to
recover. These specific texts were chosen primarily because they all either
explicitly depict or provide references to the formal education provision for women

around their time of publication: Valentine and Madame Bovary provide criticisms

1 The examples mentioned by Bannet include The Memoirs of Emma Courtney (1796) by Mary
Hays, Emmeline (1788) by Charlotte Smith and Jane Austen’s Sense and Sensibility (1811),
published at the beginning of the nineteenth century.
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of the French convent and Jane Eyre and Jude the Obscure offer representations
of the English boarding school and Teacher Training College which cast
aspersions on the management of such institutions.

Furthermore, all four novels address the development and expression of
female desire as an integral part of the protagonists’ education. The common
nineteenth-century assumption, however, was that women were naturally
passionless. Then-contemporary advocates of this concept included the English
doctor, William Acton, who wrote that ‘a modest woman seldom desires any sexual
gratification for herself. She submits to her husband, but only to please him; and,
but for the desire of maternity, would far rather be relieved from his attentions’.
(Acton 1862: 102) Women who do not adhere to this idea, he dismisses as ‘loose’
or ‘vulgar’. (102) As authoritative figures such as Acton gained the concept
credibility, it was assumed that a sexual awakening was not a dominant feature of
female development, and, where female desire was expressed, it could be
considered as a form of prostitution. As can be inferred from Acton’s argument, for
women, sex was an act of self-renunciation only to be performed within marriage
as a means of pleasing husbands and for purposes of procreation. In other words,
sex within this context was admissible because it formed part of the fulfiiment of
the female role. Similar ideas were also expressed by Proudhon, who estimated
that marriage was ‘I'organe méme de la justice’; outside of this institution, in
Proudhon’s view, ‘il n’y a pour la femme que honte et prostitution’. (Proudhon
1875: 9, 52) The broader implications of marriage as an instrument of social
control are evident here. Having understood the prevalence of such arguments in
the nineteenth century, it becomes clear how the assertion of a sexual female

identity could be considered a threat to the establishment.
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This considered, all four texts provide examples of a subversive female
sexuality. Valentine experiences a sexual awakening within nature which disrupts
both the patriarchy and class structures in Sand’s novel; Jane Eyre realises that
her passion must be accommodated within matrimony; Emma Bovary searches
beyond the limits of marriage for the passion she reads of in novels; and Sue
Bridehead represses sexual feelings in order to retain her social and intellectual
liberties. Additionally, each of the novelists includes at least two romantic interests
for their protagonists, which provides further justification for the texts being read as
Bildungsromane, as at least two sexual encounters are generally required by the
traditional model. (see Buckley 1974: 17) In all but Jane Eyre, marriage signals
dissatisfaction, the loss of freedom or an awakening to the limits of womanhood;
this suggests that the condoned path for women does not, in all cases, result in
gratification, from which it can be inferred that these authors did not subscribe to
the belief that marriage was the universal objective of female fulfilment. Even
though Jane ends her narrative as a wife, she does not commit to marriage at the
expense of her health or integrity, which indicates the importance Bronté attributed
to the female as an independent entity. Through their depictions of the angst and
frustration brought about by unhappy marriages, Sand, Flaubert and Hardy imply
critical attitudes towards the permanence of the contract. In demonstrating the
strength of social and sexual coercion the protagonists encounter, all four novels
dramatise the tensions that arise when women cannot reconcile their personal
aspirations to the requisites of social respectability. By centralising the experience
of the woman, the novelists invite the reader to consider events from her
perspective: it is thus that they validate the female experience and encourage the

reader to question the double standard.
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Although the novelists may not have expressed official support for
nineteenth-century feminism, the criticism of then-current structural, financial and
psychological obstacles to accessing education conveyed by their novels
establishes a connection to arguments expressed by figures affiliated to the
women’s movement. Mary Wollstonecraft, for example, famously opposed
Rousseau’s assessment of the function of women being to please men in A

Vindication of the Rights of Woman, published in 1792:

Supposing woman to have been formed only to please, and be subject to
man, the conclusion is just, she ought to sacrifice every other consideration
to render herself agreeable to him: and let this brutal desire of self-
preservation be the grand spring of all her actions, when it is proved to be the
iron bed of fate, to fit which her character should be stretched or contracted,

regardless of all moral or physical distinctions. (Wollstonecraft 2008: 151)

In Rousseau’s view, ‘[tlout ce qui caractérise le sexe doit étre respecté comme
établi par [la nature]’, but here, Wollstonecraft emphasises the way in which the
demands of subjugation force the repression of the female nature. (Rousseau
2009: 524) Her assessment of the act of self-renunciation denotes the brutality
involved in forcing oneself to conform to expectations for which one is not naturally
suited. Such is the torturous conclusion to Sue Bridehead'’s narrative; having
rejected convention, she forces herself into subjection as a means of repentance,
which signals the loss of the freedoms that she fought fervently to preserve. By
presenting the agony involved in Sue’s conformity, Hardy encourages the reader
to recognise the validity of the widow Edlin’s words, which echo Wollstonecraft’s

argument: “| don’t think you ought to force your nature. No woman ought to be
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expected to”. (Hardy 2016: 321) This raises distinct doubts as to the possibilities
for the success of female Bildung when socialisation requires the stifling of an
individual nature.

The rejection of female submission as a law of nature also emerged in the
work of Harriet Taylor Mill in the middle of the century. In Enfranchisement of
Women (1851), she made the case for equality by asserting that natural
inclinations do not need to be written into statute: ‘if the preference [for female
degradation] be natural, there can be no necessity for enforcing it by law’. (Mill
1868: 20) She rejected the patriarchal enforcement of sexual inequalities in all
spheres, stating in no uncertain terms: ‘In all things the presumption ought to be
on the side of equality’. (6) Mill refutes the idea that women should be barred from
politics and the public sphere on the grounds that such participation would be
‘unfeminine’, arguing instead that any individual should strive to fulfil their utmost
potential: ‘The proper sphere for all human beings is the largest and highest which
they are able to attain to’. (8) The value Mill attributes to individual development
indicates a dismissive attitude towards the limits artificially imposed by class and
gender, suggesting her support for the process of Bildung, although she may not
have understood it as such. The criticisms of the ‘separate spheres’ argument that
Mill makes also emerge in the novels under study. In all four novels, the
protagonists are limited by both class and gender and struggle to fulfil their desires
within the confines of their restrictions. In Jane Eyre, Bronté articulates Jane’s

rebellion against the female remit explicitly:

it is narrow-minded in their more privileged fellow-creatures to say that
[women] ought to confine themselves to making puddings and knitting

stockings [...]. It is thoughtless to condemn them [...] if they seek to do more
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or learn more than custom has pronounced necessary for their sex. (Bronté

2000: 109)

By exposing Jane’s frustrations towards the limitations of her prospects, Bronté
demonstrates that women are not necessarily content in a life of domestic
retirement; just like men, ‘they must have action’ through which to develop and
execute their potential. (109) Although both Jane and Sue depend on the fruits of
their intellect and skills for their livelihood, it is equally, if not more important for
them to find means of sating their fierce intellectual curiosity. As such, they provide
literary examples of the type of woman Josephine Butler referred to in The
Education and Employment of Women (1868): ‘for many women to get knowledge
is the only way to get bread’, but in numerous cases, the ‘instinctive craving for
light [...] is stronger than the craving for bread’. (2001: 72) In these cases, the
intellect is presented not only as a means of survival, but as a requisite of survival,
which asserts cognitive development as a vital female instinct.

Through their characterisation of Jane Eyre and Sue Bridehead, Bronté and
Hardy present examples of the force of the female intellect, contesting then-
contemporary views that claimed the inferiority of female intelligence. The scope
and depth of the skills they develop render it difficult to deny the potential benefits
of the practical application of such talents within the public sphere, should they be
allowed the opportunity. John Stuart Mill expressed a similar lamentation of
society’s failure to make use of the resources harboured by women, deeming that
‘the loss to the world, by refusing to make use of one-half of the whole quantity of
the talent it possesses, is extremely serious’. (Mill 1989: 199) In his work, The
Subjection of Women (1869), he states that the remedy to this failure is the

‘complete intellectual education of women’, which would facilitate their action

26



within the public sphere: ‘Women in general would be brought up equally capable
of understanding business, public affairs, and the higher matters of speculation’.
(199) Influenced by Humboldt’s view that the advancement of civilisation lies in the
cultivation of the individual, Mill suggests the broader social importance of female
Bildung, which is alluded to in the novels.

While Valentine and Emma Bovary do not display the same intellectual
capacities as Jane and Sue, they are not depicted as being devoid of intelligence
or incapable of development. Sand suggests Valentine’s skills as a teacher or a
nurse, and Flaubert alludes to Emma’s dormant potential through the prizes she
wins at her convent, her boundless imagination and the craft behind her deception.
It follows that either of these women would have benefited from the provision of an
‘intellectual education’ as proposed by Mill. Valentine bemoans the superficial
education offered by her convent and Emma learns little of substance at her own,
leaving with little more than an enhanced inclination to seduction. Such depictions
of the futility of the education available to women in France concur with the views
expressed by mid-century French advocates of women'’s liberation. Jenny
D’Héricourt, for instance, publicly resisted Proudhon and Michelet in La Femme
Affranchie (1860), in which she openly criticised the arguments of both men, as
well as the limits imposed on women’s access to education: ‘I'éducation publique
leur est refusée, les grandes écoles professionnelles fermées; celles qui, par leur
intelligence, égalent les plus intelligents d’entre vous [les hommes] ont eu vingt
fois plus de difficultés et de préjugés a vaincre’. (2017: 98) Her rebuttal dismisses
assertions of the lack of female cognitive ability and criticises the obstacles
mounted against the pursuit of women’s intellectual development. Writing in 1858,
the political author, Juliette Adam, adopted a similar stance in opposition to

Proudhon’s misogynistic outlook: ‘quoi qu’en dise M. Proudhon, on a une téte et
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quelque chose dedans’. (1858: 107) She presented a specific defence of a
woman’s capability to develop on a par with men, the effect of which was to

contest the validity of Proudhon’s ‘separate spheres’ stance:

la femme est un étre libre qui se développe jusqu’a la maturité intellectuelle
tout comme ’homme; [...] elle peut s’élever a la compréhension des idées
générales et des intéréts généraux par I'application et I'exercice de ses

facultés; [...] elle peut progresser indéfiniment. (105)

She argued in favour of equal rights and opportunities for the development of the
intellectual side of female Bildung and, like the English reformers, suggests that
the outcome of this development could prove profitable to society. Through
analysis of both the defence and rejection of the socially condoned roles for
women in both countries, female education and development emerge as pivotal
elements of the broader social concerns of nineteenth-century feminism.

This thesis examines the ways in which representations of education in
Valentine, Jane Eyre, Madame Bovary and Jude the Obscure affect the Bildung of
the female protagonist. In this research, ‘education’ is understood to consist not
only of formal education provided by the French convent and the English boarding
school and Training College, but also of self-education, the cultivation of skills and
accomplishments and the more insidious education imparted by parents,
guardians and romantic suitors. This research has been structured in order to
provide an insight into the dual facets of Bildung: on the one hand, the
development of the internal faculties of the individual, including the cultivation of
the intellect, skills, desires and the evolution of self-knowledge, and on the other,

the external influences of socialisation which dictate the extent to which the
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protagonist's Bildung can be fulfilled. As such, the first three chapters analyse the
channels through which learning takes place as an active pursuit: Chapter One
addresses the representations of formal education in the novels; Chapter Two
examines the self-education and reading undertaken by the protagonists; and
Chapter Three explores the development and application of skills and
accomplishments. The final two chapters analyse the social forces more
specifically: Chapter Four discusses the influence of parents, guardians and
female communities and Chapter Five considers the impact of romantic
relationships and marriage on the overall course of the protagonists’ Bildung. A
more detailed discussion of male Bildung, as represented by the protagonists’
male counterparts, has also been included in Chapter Five. This final chapter also
addresses the concept of intellectual connections as a force of equalisation
between the sexes and the classes.

Apart from the attention these authors pay to formal education for girls and
the acknowledgement of desire as an intrinsic aspect of female formation, these
novels have also been selected as they centralise the plight of the individual
woman and thereby enlist readers’ sympathy for the female dissident. As such,
through these novels, the authors encourage readers to question the double
standard and the mechanisms and motives that fuel the establishment.
Additionally, all four novels consider the development of the female protagonist in
such a way that lends itself to an analysis of Bildung; by pitting the desires,
ambitions and crises of the individual woman against the pressures, assumptions
and expectations of external society, the friction between organic personal growth
and the (im)possibility of social acceptance is dramatised. It is thus that these
novels provide a critical representation of the educational provision and

developmental opportunities for women and the female Bildungsroman emerges
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as a vehicle of social critique. The consideration of one novel which largely
adheres to the structure of the traditional male Bildungsroman (Jane Eyre) allows
for further comparison, on one hand between Bronté’s novel and those by the
other authors whose texts subvert the linear process of development, and on the
other, between Jane Eyre and the male model, which illuminates the compromise
necessary for the female protagonist to mature and integrate without considerable
self-sacrifice.

As representations of nineteenth-century female education are the primary
focus of this research, canonical authors have been selected in order to gauge the
consequences of such education as imagined by some of the most celebrated and
debated novelists of the century. While, evidently, the works of Bronté, Flaubert
and Hardy in particular have remained subjects of critical interest to the present
day by virtue of their literary quality and historical value, this thesis aims to
contribute to the field by demonstrating the additional value of considering these
novels as female Bildungsromane, thereby justifying an inclusive approach to a
traditionally exclusive genre. Although Sand was a prolific novelist of the period,
her legacy derives predominantly from her personal celebrity as an unconventional
woman operating in a male sphere as opposed to her literary acclaim. As her
novels, in comparison to those of the other novelists, have been subject to far less
literary scrutiny, the consideration of Valentine in this research provides an original
yet valuable case study which offers a fresh point of comparison against which to
consider the more famous novels.

While it was not the objective of this research to explicitly compare novels
written by male and female authors on the basis of the novelists’ gender, striking a
balance by including works by two male and two female authors was important in

order to see whether any significant differences in the representations of female
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Bildung emerged. Both Sand and Bronté write from the perspective of having lived
experience of the French Convent and English Boarding School respectively,
whereas Flaubert and Hardy’s representations of female education are responses
to environments and situations which they had not experienced first-hand. They
do, however, offer useful critical reflections on the reputation and consequences of
the contemporary approach to the methods and purposes of educating women.
As has been touched upon in this introduction, there were many political and
historical parallels between England and France in the nineteenth century which
render them interesting case studies for this comparative research on female
education. The fear and memory of revolution pervaded the politics of both
countries from the beginning of the century, meaning that attempts to challenge
the established social structures were met with suspicion and hostility. In France,
the revolutions of 1830, 1848 and 1871 hindered the smooth acquisition of
women’s rights as stricter measures were implemented as a means to control the
population following social uprising. (see Moses 1984: ix, 38-9, 229) In England,
although revolution was not experienced in the same way, the threat of social
unrest had the effect of ‘detach[ing] sexual egalitarianism from the new canons of
middle-class respectability’. (Taylor 2016: 15) It was only from the middle of the
century that momentum began to gather, aided by figures such as Harriet Taylor
Mill and Josephine Butler in England and Jenny D’Héricourt and Juliette Adam in
France, and educational opportunities for women gradually began to broaden. The
nineteenth century thus provides a useful canvas against which to consider the
holistic development of the female protagonist. It was a period of transition
between tradition and modernity in England and France which saw the novel
genre rise from being primarily a source of entertainment to an arena in which

contemporary issues could be explored.
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The Hardy quotation used to title this thesis is taken from Jude’s speech
towards the end of the novel. In a display of exasperation towards Sue’s
conversion to conformity, he desolately exclaims: ‘Is a woman a thinking unit at all,
or a fraction always wanting its integer?’, which captures the opposing attitudes
towards women'’s intellectual capacities at the time of the novel’s publication in
1895. (Hardy 2016: 285) It is an apt quotation to introduce this research as it
encapsulates a number of considerations within it. Apart from raising doubt as to
the existence of the female intellect, it alludes also to the idea of development. The
fraction/integer dichotomy can be understood in terms of Bildung: it is not until an
individual has undergone a full course of personal formation and been integrated
into society that they can truly be considered as ‘whole’ or ‘fully-formed’. It follows
that prior to this holistic development and social accommodation, the individual is
but a fraction of that which they have the potential to become. Of course, as the
trajectory of female development was more inhibited than that of men, women’s
ability to become ‘whole’ or to reach their potential was thrown into greater doubt.
Indeed, despite Sue’s initial self-assertion, the circularity of her development,
culminating in a renunciation of her autonomy, attests to the difficulty of reconciling
the forthright female self with a harmonious social existence.

This leads to a further interpretation of the line in light of the disparity
between male and female development as explored by this thesis. Despite the
intellectual superiority that Sue displays throughout the novel, her reversion to
convention leads Jude to a rhetorical questioning of her abilities. His basis for
doing so is that he sees their remaining together as the obvious and natural
reaction to the death of their children. His instinct is to persevere against the odds,
implying an inclination towards a process of trial and error which is integral to male

Bildung and will be discussed in greater depth in Chapter Five. His failure to
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comprehend the decision that Sue feels she is forced to make underscores the
male privilege inherent in society; whereas Sue views the loss of her children as a
punishment for the self-indulgence for which she must repent, aided by his
renewed employment opportunities and a seemingly clear slate, Jude sees it as an
unfortunate mistake that can be overcome, just as he has his past
misdemeanours. Finally, this line evokes the pure frustration felt by Jude at the
loss of his soulmate and intellectual inspiration. As such, Hardy articulates the
tragedy of the loss of the female intellect on both a personal and societal level,
echoing the arguments asserted by J. S. Mill in the middle of the century.

The research has been carried out using a combination of perspectives from
feminist criticism, Bildungsroman genre theory, historical analysis and detailed
close readings of the novels. Its originality is derived from cross-cultural
comparison, an approach to education that encompasses both formal and informal
formative experiences and its contribution to an enhanced understanding of the
Bildungsroman featuring a female protagonist. Particular attention is paid to the
respective socio-cultural contexts from which these representations emerge and
how they may have shaped the different aesthetic responses to pedagogic
realities, professional possibilities, and personal development at the time.
Considering education as a process of Bildung facilitates an understanding of the
interplay between internal cultivation and external socialisation and provides
precious insight into the nineteenth-century movement towards gender equality in

England and France.
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Chapter One: Formal Education

‘Why is the life of a modest woman a perpetual conflict?’ (Wollstonecraft 2008:
155) Mary Wollstonecraft’'s answer to her rhetorical question cites the education
that women received to prepare themselves for their socially condoned roles as
wives and mothers as being the linchpin of their servitude: ‘when sensibility is
nurtured at the expense of the understanding, such weak beings must be
restrained by arbitrary means [...]; but give their activity of mind a wider range, and
nobler passions and motives will govern their appetites and sentiments’. (155)
Wollstonecraft presents herself as an opponent of a utilitarian system of education
that hinders women’s development in order to prepare them solely for a life of
domesticity; this disinclination to cultivate or even acknowledge the existence of
women’s intellectual capability or professional ambition ensures their dependence
and substantiates claims to female weakness being inherent. Her proposals on
women’s education formed an intrinsic part of her campaign for women’s rights
which laid the foundations for advocates of a more ‘liberal’ education for women
over the course of the nineteenth century.

A discussion of Valentine, Jane Eyre, Madame Bovary and Jude the Obscure
as female Bildungsromane necessitates an understanding of the formal provisions
of female education in England and France in a century characterised by
accelerating change, not least in the field of education. In the 1790s, Wilhelm von
Humboldt envisaged that an ideal system of national education would prioritise the
development of the individual for their personal benefit as opposed to ‘train[ing]
[them] up from childhood with the express view of becoming a citizen’. (1854: 66)
In Humboldt’s view, an education system which grants the individual freedom

enough for Bildung to unfold and unlock their potential is the route to national
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prosperity; it follows that ‘all institutions which act in any way to obstruct or thwart
this development, and compress men together into vast uniform masses, are [...]
hurtful’, both to the individual and the state. (65)

As can be inferred, however, from the objections Mary Wollstonecraft posed
to Jean-Jacques Rousseau at the end of the eighteenth century, women and girls
were being instructed precisely to render them part of the masses who knew their
place as dependants and servants in the social and political hierarchies and would
thus easily fall under the patriarchal control of their husbands and the state. Given
his influence on Romanticism and the importance he places on the development of
his male subject, Emile, one is surprised to find Rousseau among the ranks of
proponents of a utilitarian model of education for women. Yet, his arguments rely
upon the assumption that women are defined by an inherent ‘faiblesse’, requiring
them to be governed by ‘contrainte habituelle [...] puisiqu’elles ne cessent jamais
d’étre assujetties ou a un homme, ou aux jugements des hommes’. (Rousseau
2009: 536, 534) As such, on the subject of the education of women, he advises:
‘“Toutes les réflexions des femmes [...] doivent tendre a I'étude des hommes ou
aux connaissances agréables qui n’ont que le golt pour objet’. (560) Rousseau’s
belief that all education should be geared towards the needs of men was in
keeping with the educational status quo that Wollstonecraft ardently contested.
Rather than training women to please by rendering them ‘beautiful, innocent, and
silly’, she encourages them to ‘explode’ an imposed system of education which
debilitates them: ‘let us endeavour to strengthen our minds by reflection [...]; let us
not confine all [...] our knowledge to an acquaintance with our lovers’ or husbands’
hearts; but let the practice of every duty be subordinate to the grand one of

improving our minds’. (2008: 162, 166) The same spirit of self-improvement is
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echoed by Bronté in Jane Eyre, reflecting Wollstonecraft’'s continuing relevance to

the movement for women’s education over the course of the nineteenth century.
The inequalities of educational opportunity can be seen in a number of

nineteenth-century measures in England and France, such as the provision of

state schooling. In England, girls only had sporadic access to primary education
until Forster’'s Education Act of 1870 when the state began to monitor the numbers
of children in each area and build schools where there were no pre-existing
religious schools to accommodate them. Prior to this increased state control of
education, some children attended dame schools, which were run by working
class women from their homes; others attended charity schools set up by the
churches, which taught practical skills. In this type of school, to a certain extent,
the content of boys’ and girls’ education was similar: they learnt to read, were
instructed in religion and sometimes writing and maths. Girls were additionally
taught needlework. Following the foundation of the National Society for Promoting
the Education of the Poor in the Principles of the Established Church (1811) and
the British and Foreign School Society (1808), National and British schools were
open to middle- and working-class children, but in reality, very few working class
girls attended due to other work and family commitments. (see Steinbach 2005:

177-80) Although National and British schools ‘were considered to provide the best
education available to poor children’, they taught with a view to training girls to
‘accept their station in life’ so that they would become ‘docile and able domestic

workers’. (180)

Even after Forster’s Act, not all girls attended primary school until the
introduction of the subsequent Education Act of 1880, which made school

compulsory for boys and girls aged five to ten. Although more girls gained access
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to primary education following the 1870 Act, the education they obtained in the
state schools was 'by no means gender-neutral’; boys and girls often attended the
same state schools, but were taught in separate classrooms, played in separate
playgrounds and had separate entrances. (Steinbach 2005: 183) The utilitarian
approach to the girls’ curriculum is evidenced by the state’s provision of financial
incentives to study domestic economy, which saw a sharp rise in interest in the
subject in the state’s Board Schools: in 1874, 844 qirls enrolled, but by 1882, this
figure had reached 59,812. (183) This is the background against which Jane Eyre
and Sue Bridehead’s education should be read. The minimal provision throws their
achievement and potential into sharper relief in a period in which women
continued to be trained for domesticity even after official state intervention.

Sand’s Valentine and Flaubert's Madame Bovary provide representations of
convent schooling, which functioned outside the parameters of state control,
although in France, the state started to take an interest in education much earlier
than in England. Napoleon’s Civil Code was instated in 1804 as a means to unify
laws after the Revolution, and education was centralised from 1808, although
primary education remained the responsibility of the Catholic Church. (see Foley
2004: 21) Under the Guizot law of 1833 and the Falloux laws of 1850 and 1851, a
primary school was to be established in every commune to cater for the growing
population of young people. The Guizot Law provided for boys without making any
provision for girls and despite the Pellet Law of 1836 decreeing that girls should
also be included in formal education plans, the law was not strictly enforced. (see
McMillan 2000: 59) Girls only featured more centrally on the agenda of the 1850
Falloux Law which stated that there should be a girls’ primary school in every
commune in which the population exceeded 800 people; this law was

subsequently extended by Victor Duruy in 1867 to apply to communes of 500
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people. (59) Primary schooling was not offered free of charge, however, until the
instatement of the Ferry Laws in 1881; a subsequent Ferry Law in 1882 made
school compulsory for all children aged six to thirteen, two years after the 1880 Act
in England. (145)

Jules Ferry also took greater pains to raise the standard of girls’ education by
stipulating that each department must provide a training school for female primary
teachers. (145) Previously, the Falloux Law had made an attempt to implement a
level of standardisation in girls’ education, but its failure to distinguish between
primary and secondary schooling for girls somewhat undermined these efforts.
(see Bellaigue 2007: 32) They were further undermined by the fact that members
of religious orders could substitute a lettre d’obédience from their superiors for the
the brevet de capacité teaching certificate, a qualification that had been required
by all female lay teachers from 1819. (see Clark 1984: 8 and Bellaigue 2007: 32)
Between 1850 and 1853, 60 per cent of the schools for girls that had been
established following the Falloux Laws were entrusted to religious orders, which
leads one to question the suitability of many of the teachers. (see Clark 1984: 11)

It is unsurprising that this negligent attitude towards teaching standards,
combined with a curriculum that made minimal demands on the intellect, led Jules
Simon to criticise the educational provision for girls in 1867 as being ‘incomplete
[...] including nothing serious or edifying’. (cited in Bellaigue 2007: 166) Apart from
significant attention to religious study, programmes largely shared an aim for
young women to ‘be familiar with the humanities, have a smattering of knowledge
about the natural sciences, be able to converse in foreign languages, be
competent with needle and thread, and possess a certain number of talents’.
(Rogers 2005: 183) The account that Sand provides of her own experience of the

convent regime confirms that neither the curriculum nor the teachers’ expectations
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encouraged her to challenge herself. She spent her time ‘ne faisant quoi que ce
soit, si ce n’est d’apprendre un peu d’italien, un peu de musique, un peu de
dessin, le moins possible, en vérité’. (Sand 2004: 387) English was the only
subject to which she applied herself, but she admits that the motives behind these
efforts were rather more social than academic. (387) The inference that can be
drawn is that Sand’s experience was representative of convent schooling in that it
trained women to take up socially condoned roles. At the end of her schooling, she
was presented with the option of marriage, to satisfy her grandmother’s wishes, or
taking the veil, both of which were predicated on subservience. (426-7)

In England, secondary education for girls was not widely available in the first
half of the nineteenth century, but the establishment of Queen’s College in 1848
began to change the landscape. Mary Francis Buss and Dorothea Beale are
counted among its early alumnae and subsequently went on to open their own
establishments, Buss founding North London Collegiate School for Ladies in 1850,
and Beale Cheltenham Ladies’ College in 1858. These events were the catalyst for
further development, inspiring the foundation of the Girls’ Public Day School Trust
in 1872, which by 1898 had established thirty-four schools around the country.
(see Steinbach 2005: 185) Despite these advances, however, secondary
schooling for girls was subject to scrutiny. In 1865, the Schools Inquiry
Commission found that middle-class female education comprised ‘a vast deal of
dry, uninteresting work’ which demonstrated ‘a tendency to fill rather than to
strengthen the mind’, an impression also conveyed by Bronté in her description of
the Lowood school regime, which employs rote learning as its primary pedagogical
method. (cited in Buss 2001: 141) The question of disparity in teaching standards
was raised by Emily Davies, founder of Girton College, in 1878: ‘it should not be

said that a teacher of boys must of course have a degree, but for a teacher of girls
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a Higher Local Certificate will do’. (Davies 2001: 115) Such examples reflect that
female schooling was not designed to allow students to reach their academic
potential, not least because of the lower expectations of teaching standards.
Acceptance into university required Latin and Greek, which dominated the boys’
curriculum but was omitted from the girls’, attesting to the idea that higher
education was a male privilege. (see Thormahlen 2007: 121, Richards and Hunt
1950: 354, Young 1977: 86)

This was also an obstacle to female access to higher education in France.
After 1863, the Duruy reforms made education for girls more secular; fees were
reduced and more state schools were opened, which broadened availability. (see
Cobban 1965: 190) From 1879 onwards, state-run colleges opened to women, but
once again, the curriculum was designed broadly with state purposes in mind.
Girls were taught primarily through religious instruction and sewing, while reading,
writing and arithmetic were only of secondary importance; boys’ education in
lycées, on the other hand, focussed on the classics to prepare them for the
baccalauréat and subsequently university, which would be followed by ‘a life of
service to the state’. (McMillan 2000: 58-60) Duruy’s reforms present another
example of the way in which educational provision was geared towards the needs
of men; despite his broadening of secondary schooling for women, his intention
was ‘never [...] to create parity between girls and boys’, but to render them ‘more
interesting companions for their husbands’. (McMillan 2000: 100-1)

The exclusion of Greek and Latin from the girls’ curriculum made attainment
of the baccalauréat more difficult than for boys, reflecting the attitude that
university remained the preserve of men as these exams were required for
matriculation. (see Bidelman 1982: 16) Although some private institutions, such as

the College Sévigné, began to introduce Latin classes for girls from 1880, it was
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not until 1924 that girls could study specifically for the baccalauréat at state
schools. (see McMillan 2000: 147, Foley 2004: 174)

Regardless of these obstacles, Julie-Victoire Daubié became the first woman
to graduate from a French university after obtaining a bachelor’s degree in Lyon in
1861. From this point, women gradually began to attend university in France. In
England, women'’s route to higher education was paved by Emily Davies’s
founding of Girton College, Cambridge, in 1869; although gradually attendees of
the college were permitted to take the same examinations as men, they were not
awarded equal degree status until after the Second World War. The founding of
Girton ushered in changes for higher education for women in England, with the
foundation of Newnham College (1871) and the University of London acquiring
authority to award degrees to women (1878). Two years later, it awarded four
women BA degrees, making them the first in the UK to reach this status.

The right to a better education featured centrally on the agenda of many
women’s groups which would later be identified as feminist, including the Langham
Place Group and the Suffragettes in England and the Société pour la
Revendication du Droit des Femmes in France. It was seen as the key to
enhancing women’s economic and political independence, which would increase
their participation in the public sphere by rendering them capable of working in
professions other than those of governess and domestic worker. Following
Florence Nightingale’s contribution to medical practice in the Crimean War, the
London School of Medicine for women was established in 1874. Women began to
secure medical training in France too, and by 1914 3% of practising physicians
were female. (see Jones 1994: 241) The year 1900 also saw the first woman join
the Paris Bar and, according to Lady Jeune, in England the previous year a few

women had ‘braved the dangers of the bar’ as conveyancers, ‘opened chambers
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of their own, and [were] doing a fair amount of business’. (see Jones 1994: 241,
Jeune 1900: 203) Additionally, Lady Jeune stated in a publication of 1900 that
women had successfully entered into ‘many departments of the Civil Service, The
Post Office, Savings Bank, [and] public offices as clerks and typewriters’, adding
that ‘typewriting, photography, carving, modelling [and] designing [were] a few of
the trades [then] largely in their hands’. (203) Such development and potential is
acknowledged by Hardy in his presentation of Sue Bridehead as a talented
metalworker who is able to adapt practical and intellectual skills to any task she is
presented with.

The education of women was a highly controversial and politically significant
topic which engaged the imagination of numerous nineteenth-century novelists in
England and France, including Sand, Bronté, Flaubert and Hardy. As has been
evidenced, the idea that women were worthy of an education that went beyond
preparing them for the roles of wife, mother and housekeeper only took root very
slowly. 'Many persons think that they have have sufficiently justified the restrictions
on women'’s field of action’, wrote Harriet Taylor Mill in 1851, ‘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’.
(1868: 8) Advocates for women'’s rights like Mill had to fight against established
assumptions about appropriate female role models and behaviours, as well as
long-held stereotypes on the subject of female capability. Such stereotypes were
legally upheld. In England, married women could not own their own property and
were not considered legal entities separate from their husbands until the Married
Women'’s Property Act of 1882. In France, married women could not dispose of
their own earnings until the 1907 Property Act and were not permitted to work

without their husband’s consent or open a personal bank account until 1965, over
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a hundred years after the publication of Valentine (1832) and Madame Bovary
(1856).

The entanglement of female education with sexual politics, and morality in
particular, contributed to its status as a subject of contention. Mary Wollstonecraft
contested views expounded by educators such as Rousseau that advocated
female ignorance as a means of ensuring their purity and innocence. She argued,
on the contrary, that whilst women were being educated simply, as Rousseau put
it, ‘pour plaire et pour étre subjugée’, the content and direction of their education
was, ironically, jeopardising the moral health of the British (and French) nation.
(Rousseau 2009: 517) Rousseau’s emphasis on the importance of the female
reputation indicates his view that sound female morality is synonymous with

satisfying male expectations, or in other words, pleasing men:

L’homme, en bien faisant, ne dépend que de lui-méme, et peut
braver le jugement public; mais la femme en bien faisant, n’a fait que
la moitié de sa tache, et ce que I'on pense d’elle ne lui importe pas
moins que ce qu’elle est en effet. |l suit de la que le systéme de son

éducation doit étre a cet égard contraire a celui de la nétre. (526)

The difference in his approach to male and female education rests entirely on the
double standard: a man can be satisfied in the knowledge that he has acted
correctly, whereas a woman’s work is doubled in her duty to appear morally
admissible in the eyes of the patriarchy. Placing women under surveillance is an
exercise in control which underlines the hypocrisy of the system. This concept can
also be applied to the development of Bildung: Rousseau supports the idea of men

asserting themselves as individuals against the force of public opinion as a means
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of carving their place in the world, yet expects women to submit to their place as
public opinion dictates.

Conversely, Wollstonecraft argued: ‘till women are more rationally educated
the progress of human virtue and improvement in knowledge must receive
continual checks’. (Wollstonecraft 2008: 107) In her view, providing women with a
superficial education under the apprehension that they are formed ‘pour plaire et
pour étre subjugée’ is counterproductive as it relies upon a consistent and

enduring dynamic within marriage which is often unrealistic in practice.

The woman who has only been taught to please will soon find that
her charms are oblique sunbeams, and that they cannot have much
effect on her husband’s heart when they are seen every day, when
summer is passed and gone. Will she then have sufficient energy to
look into herself for comfort, and cultivate her dormant faculties? or,
is it more rational to expect that she will try to please other men [...]?
When the husband ceases to be a lover - and the time will inevitably
come, her desire of pleasing will then grow languid, or become a
spring of bitterness; and love, perhaps, the most evanescent of all

passions, gives place to jealousy or vanity. (93)

Under these circumstances, woman’s weakness is born of man’s inconsistency,
but Wollstonecraft alludes to a remedy: the cultivation of dormant faculties in an
effort to preserve ‘morality’. For her, this sense of mental cultivation is
indispensable in all facets of a woman'’s life; not only will it establish a stronger
sense of equality in the relationship, allowing her to ‘become the friend, and not

the humble dependant of her husband’, but through ‘pursuits that interest the head
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as well as the heart’ (as men are allowed to enjoy), her passions will be tempered,
rendering virtue more attainable. (95, 156) She indicates that natural possession
of female purity cannot be depended upon if a woman’s sole function is to please,
as the unoccupied, uncultivated mind is capricious in its inclinations. She poses
the question as to whether purity, though desirable, is at all obtainable for women
who are left to depend only on ‘their senses for employment and amusement,
when no noble pursuit sets them above the little vanities of the day, or enables
them to curb the wild emotions that agitate a reed over which every passing
breeze has power’. (94-5) The logical inference here is that the education
provision for women encourages the development of the very defects used to
substantiate the claim of female inferiority: if a woman is confined to a trivial
existence, it is no surprise that trivialities will engage and affect her and that she
will seek stimulation wherever the opportunity is presented, as Flaubert
demonstrates through Emma Bovary. Female education is, in Wollstonecraft's
view, friend to morality, mediator of natural passions and a benefit to society from
the point of view of both husband and wife.

Although Wollstonecraft’s arguments in the 1790s were instrumental in
broadening women’s sphere in the nineteenth century, advocates of the cause
faced ardent opposition from sceptics who did not believe women were capable of
intellectual endeavour. Male and female commentators on the subject subscribed
to the belief that had been expressed earlier by Rousseau: ‘quant aux ouvrages de
geénie, ils passent leur portée’. (Rousseau 2009: 560) In 1865, the English author
of educational principles Elizabeth Sewell wrote that a woman’s ‘health would
break down under the effort’ of preparing for an Indian Civil Service examination
as boys do, estimating that ‘not one girl in a hundred would be able to work up the

subjects required’. (Sewell 2001: 144) This claim that women were not sufficiently
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physiologically robust to withstand intellectual or professional ventures on a par
with men gained integrity through scientific acknowledgement, as evidenced in the
writings of the British biologist and physiologist George J. Romanes. In 1887, he
argued that women’s entry into the public sphere with the same opportunities as
men would create a ‘foolish rivalry [...] for which as a class they are neither
physically nor mentally fitted’. (Romanes 2001: 29) In Romanes’s view, this
inferiority was anatomical and, therefore, inevitable as limits were already inherent
in the female body before any intellectual training had begun. Of women’s cerebral
capacity, he remarks: ‘the average brain-weight of women is about five ounces
less than that of men,” and therefore, ‘we should be prepared to expect a marked
inferiority of intellectual power’. (11) He applies the same logic to his analysis of
the female body to underline the futility, and perhaps even danger, of attempts to
place it under strain that it is not designed to withstand: ‘the general physique of
women is less robust than that of men - and therefore less able to sustain the
fatigue of serious or prolonged brain action’. (11) Such a diagnosis at once
exempts and dissuades women from participation in intellectual activity,
purportedly for their own good on medical grounds.

This line of argument also featured in debate on the other side of the
Channel. One such proponent was politician and philosopher Pierre-Joseph
Proudhon, who used his plus de quantité, plus de puissance (see 1875: 29)
approach to physiology to justify male superiority: ‘en fait de raison, de logique, de
puissance de lier les idées, d’enchainer les principes et les conséquences et d’en
apercevoir les rapports, la femme, méme la plus supérieure, atteint rarement a la
hauteur d’'un homme de médiocre capacité’. (27) One would expect Proudhon, as
an anarchist, to adopt a less conventional view of women than is evidenced here,

however, his analysis evokes the hostility of the climate that intellectually curious
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women faced. In spite of this, Proudhon was met with resistance from women who
rejected the terms on which they were dismissed. A notable example is women’s
rights activist Jenny P. D’Héricourt, whose engagement with Proudhon’s doctrine
proved her his worthy adversary and provoked his angry response. On the subject

of female aptitude, she writes:

Si, comme on le croit, la femme n’est pas apte a remplir certaines fonctions
privées ou publiques, [...] on n’a nul besoin de les lui interdire; si, au
contraire, on lui croit I'aptitude [...], en 'empéchant de se manifester, on

commet une iniquité, un acte d’odieuse tyrannie. (2017: 357)

The implication is that if women do not have innate abilities, there is no need to
bar them from harmless opportunities to use the few they have, but if the reverse
is true, attempts to limit them to a designated sphere derive from a fear of their
potential. Her powers of logic and persuasion are evident, exposing the flaws in
the argument that Proudhon so vehemently defended. In the novels under
discussion, the frustrations of the female intellectual are explored by Bronté and
Hardy, whose heroines use judgement and reasoning to defend themselves
against patriarchal forces, as D’Héricourt does.

In England, the publication of John Stuart Mill's The Subjection of Women
(1869) reflects the mounting resistance to female exclusion from public life on the
basis of physiology. Mill envisages the advantages society would reap if it did not
refuse ‘to make use of one-half of the whole quantity of talent it possesses’ and
advocates a ‘complete intellectual education of women’ which would render them
‘equally capable of understanding business, public affairs, and the higher matters

of speculation’. (Mill 1989: 199) In Mill’s view, ‘[tlhe mere getting rid of the idea that
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all the wider subjects of thought and action [...] are men’s business, from which
women are to be warned off [...] would effect an immense expansion of the
faculties of women’. (200) His argument dictates that it is not the woman that is
deficient, but the education that she receives, and thus, the cycle of prejudice is
perpetuated by society’s institutions, hindering both the individual and the state, as
Humboldt feared.

The idea that interior cultivation would have significant external advantages
whilst at the same time satisfying women’s internal thirst for knowledge was
another important facet of the argument in favour of equal academic and
professional rights for women among female activists. In 1869, Elizabeth
Wolstenholme-Elmy argued that denying women higher education would be to
deprive humanity and to defy the intentions of God: ‘Give us knowledge, power
and life. We will repay the gift a hundred-fold’. (Wolstenholme-Elmy 2001: 167) In
a similar vein, her fellow women’s suffrage campaigner, Millicent Garret Fawcett,
lamented the superficiality of female pursuits and, like Mill, deplored the idea of
women's potential going needlessly to waste: ‘“To see a woman of really able mind
and power frittering away her life in trifles, is far more melancholy, to my mind,
than over-work’. (Fawcett: 2001: 309) Such arguments attest to the growing unrest
and increasing prominence of ‘The Woman Question’ from the middle of the
century and affect the cultural climate in which the novels appear. Bronté and
Hardy in particular engage with the debate by presenting Jane and Sue as women
with indisputable academic talent and an inclination to learn; their potential for
professional success is evident and they prove themselves the intellectual equals,
if not superiors, of their male counterparts. The sympathetic presentation of female
talent and curiosity in these cases leads the reader to conclude that

institutionalised attempts to block such women from accessing an education that
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befits their academic potential would indeed constitute, as Jenny D’Héricourt put it,
‘un acte d’odieuse tyrannie’ for the individual and for society. (2017: 357)

In this chapter, ‘formal education’ is defined as education received through
official establishments. The analysis of Valentine also includes discussion of
Valentine’s pavilion as a reaction against her formal convent schooling and a
means through which she implements her own ideas about education. In the
novels under consideration, formal education establishments are represented
most explicitly through Jane Eyre’s boarding school, Emma Bovary’s convent and
Sue Bridehead’s Training College; although Sand references Valentine’s convent
education, she does not include any scenes of formal establishments within her
narrative. Neither Bronté, Flaubert, nor Hardy provide much information regarding
the content of the curriculum their protagonists undergo, yet the effect these

institutions have on the protagonists’ development is significant.

1.1 Jane Eyre and Lowood Institution

Whilst official establishments for girls’ education in England were few and far
between until Forster’s Act of 1870, there is substantial evidence to suggest that
small schools were set up, usually with a female teacher, in such a way as to
promote ‘feminine’ domestic values and work. (see Bellaigue 2007: 19-22) Boys’
schools were larger and more institutional in nature in order to prepare them for
the public sphere and the world of work and business, whereas large
establishments for girls were rejected due to their being ‘inimical to the
development of domestic virtue [and] endanger[ing] a conception of femininity
predicated on frailty and dependence’. (Bellaigue 2007: 22) It is widely believed by
Bronté scholars that Lowood Institution is based on Charlotte Bronté’s own

experiences at The Clergy Daughters’ School at Cowan Bridge between 1824 and
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1825, but it is important to note that this type of education, despite criticisms of its
management, was not widely available to girls in 1847 when Jane Eyre was
published, twenty-three years before Forster’s Act and thirty-three years before
compulsory primary education for girls passed into statute. (see Bentley 1975: 25,
Harman 2015: 40-1, Gaskell 1997: 56) Despite its pledge to give girls ‘that plain
and useful Education, which may best fit them to return with Respectability and
Advantage to their own Homes’, Cowan Bridge School, and indeed Lowood, bear
closer resemblance to the typical middle-class boys’ institutional model of
schooling than the intimate domestic model designed for girls. (cited in Barker
1997: 5) Although in the first half of the century professional opportunities for
women were limited to the roles of teacher or governess, Bronté’s school
advertised additional, more specialised teaching at extra cost for pupils who had
such ambitions or who might be required to support themselves in future: ‘If a
more liberal Education is required for any who may be sent to be educated as
Teachers and Governesses, an extra Charge will probably be made’. (cited in
Barker: 5) According to Elizabeth Gaskell, the curriculum included: ‘history,
geography, the use of the globes, grammar, writing and arithmetic, all kinds of
needlework, and the nicer kinds of household work - such as getting up fine linen,
ironing’. (1997: 50) Records suggest that Charlotte’s father, Patrick Bronté, paid
the higher fee for her, and two of her sisters, to learn French, music and drawing in
order to render their education more complete. (see Harman 2015: 39) This
account gives the impression that the content of the schooling that Bronté received
was advanced for the time, as it does not reflect the claims of superficiality that
were frequently being made twenty or so years later by activists such as

Wolstenholme-Elmy and Garret Fawcett.
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Though Bronté’s presentation of Lowood is disparaging on many levels, the
content of the academic instruction received appears to be drawn from her own
experience and does not come under direct attack. With regards to teaching
methods, despite accounts which deem learning by rote, ‘the ubiquitous and
ineffectual pedagogy of the age’, and biographer, Claire Harman’s, assertion that
Bronté’s own experience of the technique ‘grated on [her] nerves’, in Jane Eyre,
Bronté only directly criticises it with reference to routine as opposed to efficacy.
(Hilton 2007: 204, Harman 2015: 40) One of Jane’s first observations on entering
Lowood is the girls’ ‘whispered repetitions’ during their hour of study. (Bronté 2000:
44) On waking the next day, she is struck by the strict routine observed by pupils
and staff; a routine which is followed rigorously, particularly where Christian
practice is concerned. In spite of Bronté’s own Evangelical upbringing, her
presentation of these religious drills emphasises the laborious nature of such a
task. She writes, ‘the day’s Collect was repeated’ and then continues to employ
the passive to present a similar sense of monotony as is imposed on the pupils:
‘certain texts of scripture were said [...] a long grace said and a hymn sung’. (45)
Jane is clearly clock-watching as she spectates these rituals from the point of view
of an outsider who has hitherto been able to choose the content and duration of
her own study. Whereas before, reading was her only means of solace under her
aunt’s roof, at Lowood, spiritual readings are ‘protracted’ and graces ‘long’, only
punctuated by the ‘indefatigable bell’ which finally signals a respite in the arduous
process which has pushed her to the point of ‘inanition’. (45) This tone continues
into the academic classes in which repetition is, once again, the order of the day:
‘repetitions in history, grammar, &c. went on for an hour [...] The duration of each
lesson was measured by the clock, which at last struck twelve’. (48) If this is the

point of view adopted by Jane, a naturally interested student, it is clear that this
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method of instruction is simply mechanistic; it follows an externally imposed rubric
which almost forces the girls to be bystanders in their education, as they are
discouraged from mental engagement and can only participate through uniformity
and rigour.

Critics, however, are split on this point. Tom Winnifrith’s view on rote learning
is that the Brontés, even in their own teaching practices, were ‘forced’ to conform
to the established system, whereas Marianne Thormahlen argues that the child
Jane ‘comes to accept, even relish, the setting that subjects her to such rigorous
training’. (Winnifrith 2005: 88, Thormahlen 2007: 191) Given the staleness of the
classroom and the tedium of the routine that Bronté conveys, the argument that
she begins to ‘relish’ Lowood is too strong. While she does eventually become
accustomed to the schedule and practices and achieves positive results, Bronté
forces the reader to experience the transition from home to school as Jane does
through her first-person narrative. Jane is a ten-year-old who has been uprooted
from the only home environment she has ever known and placed in another in
which everything is foreign; she is then half-starved and subjected to a new
timetable punctuated only by the bell and the clock. It is therefore unsurprising that
this new environment intimidates and overwhelms her: ‘At first, being little
accustomed to learn by heart, the lessons appeared to me both long and difficult:
the frequent change from task to task, too, bewildered me’. (Bronté 2000: 53)
Jane, as an adult, presents these aspects of the routine as obstacles to be
overcome as opposed to triggers of nostalgia. It seems more accurate to suggest
that Jane, like Bronté in her experience of Cowan Bridge, came to accept that
compromise was implicit for a woman in receipt of education. In The Life of
Charlotte Bronté, Elizabeth Gaskell contemplates why Bronté did not resist

returning to Cowan Bridge following the deaths of her elder sisters:
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Charlotte’s earnest vigorous mind saw [...] the immense importance of
education, as furnishing her with tools which she had the strength and the
will to wield, and she would be aware that the Cowan’s Bridge education was

[...] the best that her father could provide for her. (1997: 57)

In a climate that was not forthcoming with opportunities for women, Jane, like
Bronté, exercises forbearance in the knowledge that receipt of an education will
provide deferred gratification, which will eventually outweigh short-term fear,
boredom or discomfort.

It is not the laboriousness of the lessons that leaves a lasting impression on
the young Jane, however. The blot etched on her memory is more closely related
to the conditions and treatment students are subjected to at Lowood, which
reinforces the connection with Cowan Bridge. At Lowood, the girls are treated
punitively, having to stomach food unsuitable for human consumption. The
porridge served for breakfast is described by Jane as a ‘nauseous mess’ and
deemed ‘abominable’ by a disgusted teacher, confirming that the food was not
only rejected by the girls on an adolescent whim. (Bronté 2000: 46) Physical
privation pervades all other aspects of the school, which highlights the cruel ways
in which Mr Brocklehurst (a fictional incarnation of Carus Wilson, Head of Cowan
Bridge, it is said) claims to uphold proper ‘Christian’ principles such as ‘humility’
and ‘consistency’ through ‘plain fare, simple attire [and] unsophisticated
accommodations’. (Bronté 2000: 34) However modest and reasonable this
treatment of poor children may sound, it becomes clear that what he is actually

describing is mistreatment in loosely veiled terms. That a girl should be “trained in

conformity to her position and prospects™, alludes to his intention to perpetuate
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their destitution, incarcerating them within the bounds of their class if, of course,
nothing more unfortunate befalls them before their sentence is served. (34)
Gaskell highlights the link between Brocklehurst and Carus Wilson, although
she concedes that his intentions towards the girls at Cowan Bridge were not as
malicious as might be assumed from Bronté’s text, as he possessed ‘the unlucky
gift of irritating even those to whom he meant kindly’. (1997: 58) While Gaskell
states that Wilson himself ‘ordered in the food, and was anxious that it should be
of good quality’, she indicates that his superintendence of his establishment failed
when concerns as to the quality of the food were raised, appearing more
interested in lecturing complainants on his principles: ‘his reply was to the effect
that children were to be trained up to regard higher things than dainty pampering
of the appetite’. (1997: 54-5) According to Gaskell, Wilson was well-meaning, but
ignorant of the effects of his approach; in an effort to render the girls ‘lowly and
humble’, he ‘constantly remind[ed] [them] of their dependent position’. (1997: 58) It
is to be expected that Bronté’s dramatisation of her own experience omits the
kindlier intentions behind the management of Cowan Bridge, if indeed she was
aware of them, particularly as Wilson’s negligent management contributed to her
sisters’ decline. When Mr Brocklehurst is introduced to Jane at Gateshead, Bronté
likens him to ‘a back pillar [...] standing erect on the rug’ like an immovable phallic
tyrant whose sanctimonious nature is about to be confirmed. (Bronté 2000: 31) On
leaving the Reeds’, he places a copy of The Child’s Guide in Jane’s hand, an
allusion to Carus Wilson'’s ironically titled Children’s Friend magazine, through
which he aims to terrify young readers into a God-fearing state with tales
describing ‘deathbed stories of little children’. (Bentley 1975: 25) While this type of

pious literature for children was ‘standard fare’ at the time, Harman suggests that it
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