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1 Writing About Men

At � rst sight, writing about men seems to be an easy task because one 
would assume that men are everywhere and so everything concerning 
typical men’s topics must have already been examined. However, sin-
ce the 1970s and especially since the publication of Kate Millett’s fe-
minist text Sexual Politics (1970), scholars have paid much more atten-
tion to feminism, feminist issues and the role of women in literature 
and society. As an equivalent to feminist literary criticism, the so-cal-
led Men’s Studies also developed in the 1970s, but very often they were 
and still are regarded as part of Gender Studies or they increasingly 
deal with the issues of homosexuality or homosexual authorship. Be-
sides, being part of Gender or even Feminist Studies at the universities 
often means that the general focus of attention has its basis in the afore-
mentioned � elds of studies. It is very dif� cult to � nd publications that 
exclusively deal with heterosexual masculinity or manliness as “social 
formations” that date from earlier than 1990 (cf. Sussman 367). That is 
hardly understandable, as it goes without saying that where there are 
women’s issues, there are issues of heterosexual virility as well.

In the � eld of Victorian Studies the formation of manhood or the role of 
men in a patriarchal society has rather been neglected so far. Numerous 
essays and books have been dedicated to the role of women in the Vic-
torian Age, yet only a few centre on men. When so, particular interest 
often lies in the homosexuality of Late-Victorian writers such as Oscar 
Wilde (cf. Sussman 368f). Even Herbert Sussman, who points out that 
there is a lack of material and studies concerning heterosexual masculi-
nity, remarks that one should pay particular attention to “the con� icts 
between male-male desire and the normative formation of Victorian 
masculinity” (369). However, it can be argued that the formation of 
Victorian masculinities in itself is a � eld large enough to be examined, 
offering a suf� cient amount of questions that need to be answered. Is 
there a model Victorian man? What kind of stereotypes about Victori-
an men existed and still exist? The aim of this paper is to show that the-
re are indeed certain kinds of stereotypical Victorian men.

The four novels by Victorian women writers to be discussed in this pa-
per were written between 1847 and 1855 so the examination of mascu-
linities will only focus on the Mid-Victorian period. A socio-cultural 
contextualisation is a helpful basis to write about Victorian masculi-
nities. John Ruskin’s lectures Sesame and Lilies (1859), Samuel Smiles’ 
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Self-Help (1865) and Thomas Hughes’ novel Tom Brown’s Schooldays 
(1857) build the foundation for the following analysis of masculini-
ties in women’s writing. Although these three texts were published la-
ter than the four novels, they still re� ect common Mid-Victorian ideas 
about manhood as opposed to womanhood, and also men’s position 
in society and at home. Besides, they exclusively formulate men’s opi-
nions on these subjects, which sometimes puts them in an interesting 
contrast to the examined women’s writing.

The primary texts were all written by women authors and each no-
vel offers a different view point on men and common discourses on 
masculinity. Throughout the paper, the typology of the narratologist 
Gérard Genette will be used to examine narrators, space, perspective 
structures and other important narrative aspects to be found in the no-
vels. Anne Brontë’s Bildungsroman Agnes Grey (1847) is of particular 
interest because it features two very interesting clergymen, who em-
body the Victorian discourse on contrasting religious forces. Charlot-
te Brontë’s � rst novel The Professor (1856) is a � ctional autobiography 
with a male autodiegetic narrator, which makes it interesting to analy-
se in the context of women authorship. Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847), ano-
ther � ctional autobiography, but with a woman as narrator, is helpful 
in the analysis of masculinities because with Edward Rochester and 
St John Rivers it presents two of the most interesting Victorian men in 
literary history. Elizabeth Gaskell’s industrial novel North and South 
(1855) differs from the three novels in various ways. Although it has 
often been analysed, most critics are concerned with its signi� cance as 
a condition-of-England novel or its Marxist tendencies. But besides its 
importance as an industrial novel, it not only exempli� es the business 
career, but also the emotional development of the typical middle-class 
man John Thornton.

The structure of this paper is in a way modelled on Victorian thinking. 
After the socio-historical contextualisation, the focus will be on the dif-
ferent types of men in the four novels. The division between public and 
private men re� ects the Victorian assumption that there was a so-cal-
led private and a public sphere. However, in this paper, the differentia-
tion merely serves as a principle to acknowledge the fact that men had 
to ful� l different roles in their professional life and as members of their 
families. It will be seen that the women writers were indeed in� uenced 
by general discussions, but also by their individual, often rather limi-
ted, experience with men. Especially in the case of the Brontë sisters, it 
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is quite obvious that so many clergymen feature in their work becau-
se their father was parson in Haworth. So, the � rst part of the chapter 
on men in the public sphere deals with clergymen in women’s writing. 
Using Marianne Thormählen excellent publication The Brontës and Reli-
gion (1999) as a basis for the analysis, different types of clergymen will 
be presented. As in the Victorian period the rise of the middleclass con-
tinued, the next part of the chapter deals with Victorian business ca-
reers. On the one hand, there is The Professor William Crimsworth, who 
� nally makes his living as a successful teacher. On the other hand, John 
Thornton in North and South will be examined more closely because he 
lives the typical ‘from rags to riches’ story. It will be seen that both see-
mingly different careers actually follow a similar structure.

In the private sphere men had to ful� l different functions within their 
families. Several mother-and-son relationships will be analysed to see 
in what way the upbringing in� uences a man’s life. As there is no real 
father-son-relationship in the four novels to be found, the relationship 
between Mr Hale and Margaret in North and South will be discussed on 
the background of certain power relations that turn out to be different 
from the readers’ expectations. The only male-male relationship bet-
ween the two brothers Edward and William Crimsworth in Charlotte 
Brontë’s The Professor is worth looking at because it also fuels discus-
sions on power relations among family members. The most important 
relationship in this respect is surely marriage, which is why a whole 
chapter will be dedicated to the roles the male characters play as part 
of a couple. My aim is to show that the women writers do not real-
ly orientate on the idea that men have to be the stronger and superi-
or part of a couple, but that it can sometimes be the other way round. 
This fact then leads to the next chapter, which deals with the so-cal-
led feminised men. Annette R. Federico uses this term in an essay on 
Brontë’s novel The Professor. As the title might suggest, the chapter tra-
ces ways in which the male characters of the novels digress from Vic-
torian gender expectations. In combination with that, � nally, the que-
stion of women’s authorship in the Victorian period will be discussed. 
Taking Laura Mulvey’s in� uential essay on “Visual Pleasure and Nar-
rative Cinema” (1988) as a foundation, it will be argued that all women 
writers either let characters gaze on the plot level, or that they them-
selves more or less turn their female gazes on their male characters 
from an extratextual level. Why and in which ways this is possible will 
be examined, taking into account Ina Schabert’s analysis of British lite-
rary history from the point of view of Gender Studies, as well as current 
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essays by Judith Wylie, Daniel Duffy and other literary critics. Ultima-
tely, the aim of this paper is an approximation to Victorian masculini-
ties and how they were perceived by Victorian women writers.
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2 When is a Man a Man? – 
Masculinities in the Mid-Victorian Age

In the Victorian Age the prevalent notion was that it was possible to 
discuss manhood without reference to womanhood, but not the other 
way round (cf. Marsh 153). Generally, however, it was a lot easier to 
discuss “the woman question”, because masculinity “was not under-
stood as an arguable issue” (ibid.). Besides, it can be said that Victori-
an masculinity was and still is a concept which is not static but under 
constant construction, which makes it dif� cult to grasp (cf. Poovey 3). 
Yet, in this chapter, an attempt is made to approach Victorian concepts 
of masculinity.

Two prime examples dealing with the formation of Victorian mas-
culinity are Samuel Smiles’ praise of Self-Help (1859) and two of John 
Ruskin’s lectures published together under the title Sesame and Li-
lies (1865). A famous example focusing on boys’ education is Thomas 
Hughes’ novel Tom Brown’s Schooldays (1857), which eulogises the up-
bringing of young boys in a public school. The novel might not be a 
particularly complex one, but it is culturally signi� cant because it gives 
insight into the formation of masculinities in British public schools. On 
the basis of these three texts and with the aid of recent publications on 
Victorian masculinities, the concept of masculinity in the Mid-Victori-
an Age will be traced. It is crucial to mention that the Victorian texts 
are nowadays considered to be dealing with cultural myths to a certain 
extent (cf. Stevenson 11), which is why recent texts are integrated into 
this contextualisation. One can say that the three Victorian texts de� -
nitely show important aspects of the development of masculinities at 
that time.

The foundation for becoming a ‘real’ man is generally laid in early 
childhood. As a result, both Smiles and Ruskin offer interesting ideas 
about the � eld of education. The fundamental difference between the 
two approaches lies in the fact that Smiles concentrates exclusively on 
the education of men, whereas Ruskin in his second lecture Lilies - Of 
Queen’s Gardens discusses the correct form of education for boys and 
girls with a stress on the particularities of the education that should be 
given to girls, which was in itself a progressive venture in the Victori-
an period.


