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Introduction

“A Revolution in Female Manners” : Capital,
Culture and Gender in the Victorian Novel

In this dissertation, drawing upon Lukacs’ s theories of
bourgeois totality, I seek to analyze the ideological influences of
capital upon the work of gender in mid- and late-Victorian novels.
By integrating Marxist economics with feminist criticism, I will
seek to demonstrate that the contradictions of capital ( both
empowering and constraining women) give rise to the uneven
emergence of gender in works by Victorian novelists from Gaskell
to Hardy. I shall further argue that as Romantic individualism
evolved as the counter-text to Victorian realism, the trajectory of
the wife-as-hero characterization also emerged and underwent
change, as it adapted to the conditions demanded by the mid- and
late-nineteenth century.

To study such an interface between capital and gender in the
Victorian novel, I also argue for the distinction between
“masculine” capitalism and “feminine” capitalism (borrowing from
Anne K. Mellor” s idea of masculine/feminine Romanticism).

“

While, in general, capitalism may be viewed as “masculine”—
epitomized by domination, exploitation, accumulation, Darwinism
and colonization—a “ feminine” capitalism, as suggested by

’ unconventional (re)deployments of the

novelistic heroines
“masculine” capitalism, may accordingly (if generally) register
integration, harmony, equality, individual totality, and an ethics
of sharing which resists commodity fetishism. In this light, T will
analyze how female labor differs from male labor in the Victorian
novel, and how Victorian wives, when seeking to access both
masculine and feminine domains of capital, work differently to

break down the public and private spheres as well as to further
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social reform.

By focusing upon the specific representations of
empowerment, contradiction, and negotiation in marriage defined
as a “ female heroism ”—in the sense of post-enlightenment
feminism—in the Victorian novel, I will demonstrate that capital
has exerted great influence upon the emergence of women as
modern consumers and capitalist agents. Women’s heroic struggles
for liberty, space, knowledge and power serve to redefine the
institution of Victorian marriage, and the wife-as-hero
characterization progresses: from being contained within the
bourgeois sphere at mid-century, including the collaboration of
capitalist hegemony with social patriarchy, towards a more radical
reconfiguration of marriage that subverts patriarchal institutions in
Hardy (and, to a lesser extent, Thackeray). By examining the
impact of such a “masculine/feminine” capitalism upon women’s
increasingly dynamic gender roles, I will argue that Victorian
female characterization develops progressively, buoyed initially by
the rise of individual consumerism, and eventually, steers towards
an emerging agency for women, as parties to what [ will call “the
capitalist contract.”

Informing Victorian women’ s work of gender, such a
capitalist contract arises as the consequence of an emerging (and
dialectical) dynamic between what I have described as “masculine”
and “feminine” domains of capitalism. Literary heroines empower
themselves through feminine labor and capital acquisition and
approach the masculine domain. On the one hand, deploying
various kinds of capital, women seek to co-opt the gendered
division of labor, even as they are eventually subsumed by the
marital system. On the other hand, women also labor to transgress
beyond capitalistic confinement or commodity fetishism. They seek
to subvert gender roles, patriarchal violence, or even institutional
marriage. Thus, Victorian women return to welcome Romantic
individualism by at once re-appropriating and critiquing
Wollstonecraft’s rational Enlightenment feminism. In this sense,

they use “feminine” capitalism to counteract the domination and



violence of “masculine” capitalism.

More specifically, in Mrs. Gaskell’s Mary Barton (1848) and
North and South (1855), Charlotte Bronté’s Shirley (1849), and
George Eliot’s Felix Holt (1866) and Middlemarch (1872),
economic, cultural and social capital empower women protagonists
as modern capitalist consumers challenging domestic gender roles
whilst realist narratives—especially those of Eliot rewriting
Arnoldian national culture—seek concurrently to employ marriage
as a control subsuming women’s agency. As such, capital operating
within marriage seeks to secure and co-opt the labor of wives,
when women’s public roles are both expressive and transgressive of
gender roles determined by capitalism.

By contrast, in The Return of the Native (1878) and Jude the
Obscure (1895), Thomas Hardy seeks to have his heroines exceed
bourgeois limits. These wives develop an oppositional
consciousness, transformed from angels in the house to titanic
heroines. By rebelling against social totality under the sway of
capitalist patriarchy, Hardy’s (and Thackeray’s) women embrace
Romantic individualism and subvert the marriage institution.
Primarily through the device of the Victorian marriage plot, as
avowed and disavowed, female characters from Gaskell to Hardy
rework the conventions of Victorian realism.

In recent decades the notion of feminine labor has become an
important focus in literary and cultural studies. Victorian critics
such as Mary Poovey, Nancy Armstrong and Elizabeth Langland
have devoted books and monographs to discussions of women’s
work of gender as it both attests to and contests the domestic
ideology inscribed by the bourgeois division between the public
sphere of business and politics and the private sphere of home and
family.

These literary scholars, however, have mostly centered their
studies upon psychological, cultural or ideological analyses, and by
so doing, have overlooked the materialist vision derived from
Marxist criticism. When economists and philosophers endeavored to

integrate Marxism with feminism and debated on the effects of the
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collaboration between capitalism and patriarchy upon women’ s
labor, feminist literary critics failed to give serious attention to the
operation of capital and capitalism within the Victorian context of
gender, whilst Marxist literary critics seemed to have concentrated
exclusively upon the study of class struggle. Even though Marxist
critics like Sonya O. Rose touched upon the interfacing between
gender and class, they invariably gave priority to working-class
women.

To redress the inadequacy of Marxist criticism regarding the
studies of feminine labor and female representations in literature,
this project seeks to integrate Marxist economics with feminist
criticism through examination of the relations between the
contradictions of capital ( both empowering and constraining
women) and the uneven emergence of gender (most specifically, in
the marriage plot) in works by Victorian novelists from Gaskell to
Hardy.

I first intend to highlight the mechanics of masculine
capitalism, the concept of male labor, male capital, and male
space. In Romanticism and Gender (1993), Anne K. Mellor focused
upon female Romantic writers and grouped their writings under the
heading of “‘feminine’ Romanticism”—in contrast to what she
renamed the traditional “‘masculine’” Romanticism” (2-3). As
Mellor cautiously claims, this binary model has theoretical limits
and the relationship between the two Romanticisms should be
“finally not one of structural opposition but rather of intersection
along a fluid continuum” (4). By the same token, I suggest that
not only do my analyses of “feminine” capitalism include those
works by male thinkers like Matthew Arnold and J. S. Mill, or
novels by male novelists such as Thomas Hardy and William M.
Thackeray, but, more importantly, the heroines rise from both
empowerment and containment by industrial capitalism. Thus their
feminine labor must bear the imprint of “masculine” capitalism
even as these heroines are seeking to resist capitalist hegemony by

y

deploying the power of “masculine” capitalism in feminine

manners. As such, both “masculine” and “feminine” capitalism,



embedded in the same bourgeois totality, are not two kinds of
capitalism, but complementary and interdependent strands of
attributes as represented in the Victorian novel. As I shall argue,
when industrial capitalism encroaches universally, women then
achieve urban consciousness of independence, equality and
individuality; however, they also must face the threats of
commodity fetishism and reification from “masculine” capitalism.
In this sense, what I describe as “feminine” capitalism serves to
crystallize the uneven deployment of capital by women protagonists
in their work of gender. Ultimately, to appropriate Mellor’ s
statement, this binary structure of “masculine” and “feminine”
capitalisms has the “initial” and “necessary” advantage of “allowing
us to see what has hitherto been hidden, the difference that gender
makes in the construction of [the Victorian novel]” (3; original
emphasis) .

First, I propose to expand the concept of capital, using
Bourdieu’s ideas to suggest that the male notion of capital is always
about domination. Here I am referring to “capital” mainly in the
traditionally Marxist sense of a cash nexus existing within the
capitalist society, alongside what Bourdieu terms “the overall
volume of capital,” “the set of actually usable resources and
powers—economic capital, cultural capital and also social capital”
(Distinction 114). For example, such cultural practices as museum
visits or reading, and preferences in literature or art, are “closely
linked to educational level” ( Distinction 2). As such, Bourdieu’s
“cultural-capital ownership assures cultural domination, while
economic exploitation is explained by ownership of ‘ money
capital’” (Martin and Szelényi 284). Alongside cultural capital,
Bourdieu renames “social capital” as “symbolic capital,” understood
as “economic or political capital that is disavowed, misrecognized
and thereby recognized, hence legitimate, a ‘credit’ which, under
certain conditions, and always in the long run, guarantees
‘economic’ profits” (“The Production of Belief” 75). In that
sense, the accumulation of symbolic capital means “accumulating

the capital of honour and prestige” by virtue of “the credit and the
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capital of trust” ( The Logic of Practice 118-119).

Furthermore, economic domination will not be effective
“unless [ economic capital] is reconverted into symbolic capital”
(“The Production of Belief” 75). Taking art-dealers and publishers
as examples, Bourdieu defines a “charismatic ideology” in which
dealers or publishers “are inspired talent-spotters” who support the
artist “in difficult moments with the faith they [have] in him,
guiding him with their advice and freeing him from material
worries” in “the circle of belief” (“The Production of Belief” 77).
Bourdieu then highlights the process of “the conversion of
economic capital into symbolic capital, which produces relations of
dependence that have an economic basis but are disguised under a
veil of moral relations” ( The Logic of Practice 123).

The impact of masculine capitalism is thus one of domination
in various guises. Georg Lukacs’s theory of capitalist social totality
is a key locus and point of departure for analysis. In History and
Class Consciousness (1923), Lukacs first clarifies the intersecting
domains of social totality and capitalist contradiction. He suggests
that the internal ideological contradictions “between the forces and
the relations of production” are “necessary contradictions arising
out of the antagonisms of this system of production” ( History and
Class Consciousness 10) . Moreover, in contrast to the feudal society,
where society had “far too little control over the totality of
relations between men,” “[ b] ourgeois society carried out the
process of socializing society” because capitalism “destroyed both
the spatio-temporal barriers between different lands, territories and
also the legal partitions between the different ‘estates’” ( History
and Class Consciousness 19 ). Lukacs concludes that capitalism
becomes “the first system of production able to achieve a total
economic penetration of society” ( History and Class Consciousness
62).

Raymond Williams further suggests that other than oppression
as its base structure, masculine capitalism also registers cultural
hegemony. In his essay “ Base and Superstructure in Marxist

»

Cultural Theory,” Williams links the notion of totality, an



alternative to the “layered notion of base and a consequent

t

superstructure,” with the Marxist concept of “hegemony” in that
hegemony entails specificities of both totality and domination
( Problems of Materialism and Culture 35, 37). Lefebvre gives
another clear description of Gramsci’s concept of “hegemony of one

class” pertaining to the notion of totality:

[Hegemony] is exercised over society as a whole,
culture and knowledge included, and generally via human
mediation: policies, political leaders, parties, as also a
good many intellectuals and experts. It is exercised,
therefore, over both institutions and ideas. ( The
Production of Space 10)

Closely linked to this machine-like, ubiquitous power of
capitalist totality in terms of masculine capitalism, are the
phenomena of alienation and reification. Lukacs follows Marx”’s
critique of “the reification produced by commodity relations”
(History and Class Consciousness 86) and Weber’ s theory of
capitalism in order to stress “the contemplative nature of man under
capitalism” and “the problem of modern bureaucracy” (History and
Class Consciousness 97, 98; original emphasis) . With the alienation
and fragmentation arising from the capitalist workers’ division of
labor as professional “specialists” in their daily lives, Lukacs points
out the workers’ nature as “isolated abstract atoms” ( History and
Class Consciousness 103, 90). Then Lukacs significantly observes
that “the whole of society is subjected, or tends to be subjected, to
a unified economic process, and that the fate of every member of
society is determined by wunified laws” ( History and Class
Consciousness 92) .

More importantly, in The Theory of the Novel (1916), Lukacs
sets forth the concept of “totality” in realist novels: “The novel is
the epic of an age in which the extensive totality of life is no longer
directly given, in which the immanence of meaning of life has
become a problem, yet which still thinks in terms of totality”

1

(56). He further professes that the novel aims to “uncover and

construct the concealed totality of life” with the novel’s heroes
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