LITERATURE

Dickens has a narrow view of women in Bleak House. Discuss.

Charles Dickens’ discontinuous narrative Bleak House is extremely expressive of his narrow view of
women. A third person omniscient narrator is used to communicate Dickens’ social satire and public
ideals of women and the protagonist, Esther Summerson is used to convey his expectations of how
a woman’s private and domestic life should be. Dickens’ perfect woman needs to be motherly,
beautiful, intelligent and an able housekeeper and must not be free-thinking, independent, loud or
neglectful of her family. Dickens also introduces female characters into Bleak House whom the
reader cannot help but feel sympathy for.

Many characters are used in Bleak House to enlighten the reader as to the qualities a woman must
possess in order to be admired by Dickens. Esther Summerson shows a motherly disposition
throughout the novel, looking after Peepy; one of Mrs. Jellyby’s ignored children for example. Mrs.
Bagnet is also a key character in Dickens’ communication of his ideals, raising ‘near-perfect’
children and maintaining by far the most orderly household, “I never saw the old girl's equal.” Mr
Bagnet. In addition to child-rearing skills and housekeeping abilities, Dickens also seems to believe
beauty is a virtue as demonstrated by the admiration of Ada Clare and Lady Deadlock. “She is
perfectly well-bred...she has beauty still...her figure is elegant...best groomed woman in the whole
stud.” Even going as far as describing women in equestrian terms, it is evident that Dickens expects
continual improvement in women, in much the same way as horses are continually trained for races.
As much as Dickens adores women that look like porcelain dolls and can robotically maintain a
household, intelligence is also a prerequisite in order to gain Dickens’ literary tick of approval.
Esther’s salvation through marriage, in Dickens’ eyes, was arguably brought about by her delicate,
self-deprecating nature, somewhat hypersensitive tone, instinctive intelligence and quick sensibility.
In some instances, even her naivety is admired; when she did not realise Mr. Jarndyce had feelings
for her, for instance. Although this marriage did not occur, for a brief period in the novel, these two
protagonists modelled the perfect relationship. One aspect of Dickens’ extremely narrow view of
women in Bleak House is that he does not mind intelligent women who help, rather than accomplish
on their own.

Dickens’ reservations regarding women with a free spirit or above-average intellectual capacity are
expressed with the aid of many exaggerated characters. From the portrayal of Hortense as a
murderess, interestingly as being of French origin and quite headstrong by nature, is indicative to
the reader that Dickens disapproves of determined and independent women a great deal more than
his many villainous male characters such as Mr. Tumbleweed, Krook and Mr. Smallweed. “She has
a watchful way of looking out... especially when she is in an ill humour and near knives” pg
187.Loud women are also indirectly criticised, with Mrs. Badger being portrayed as gauche and
quite pretentious. Ludicrously, she has married nhumerous times on the same day each year and at
the same time but “she had never madly loved but once”. Her discussion of such a personal matter
with her new acquaintance, Esther, is inappropriate. Mr. Badger is also criticised for being
submissive and overly admiring of her, making his constant mentioning of her previous husbands
tedious and mundane. This idea of dominating wives is extended further by the sharp and
suspicious Mrs. Snagsby who holds Mr. Snagsby tight on a leash. “he tends to meekness and
obesity...he is emphatically a retiring and unassuming man.” Pg 156. The infamous telescopic
philanthropist, Mrs. Jellyby also falls into this category of women in positions of power within a
household. Dickens comments on just how he feels about this by mentioning the dilapidated state of
her house, neglected children and ignored husband. “During the whole evening, Mr Jellyby sat in a
corner with his head against a wall...”pg 57.

To emphasise his point about the importance of the way a woman raises her children, Dickens uses
Caddy Jellyby as an example of that which a young lady becomes after being taught nothing of
femininity from her mother. She is loud, hateful and uncomposed; the epitome of an unladylike
young woman. “| wish Africa were dead... | hate it and detest it. It's a beast: pg 60. It is not until she
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marries, that Caddy is salvaged from being her mother's amanuensis to learning the ways of a
capable housewife from Miss Flite. In an appropriately sexist manner for the era in which the novel
was written, Dickens does not seem to mind loud men quite so much as loud women, as portrayed
by the instantly likeable and warm Mr. Boythorn who booms and uses superlatives when he speaks.
“...heartiest and sturdiest man...talking, laughing or snoring, he makes the beams of the house
shake.” This disposition to allow greater freedom to men is again, perfectly relevant to Dickensian
times and was accepted as the norm. This is demonstrated by Richard’s liberty in changing
professions as often as he likes. Ada is perceptive of the ruin Richard’s indecisiveness will bring,
however does not assume the authority to directly object. “But | am afraid if we trust to it [the case] it
will make us unhappy...you know best Richard”

It can be seen that Dickens is not wholly judgemental and sympathetic towards women from his
portrayal of many female characters and evokes the deepest sympathy in the reader. The poor,
kind-hearted Miss. Flite has lost part of her sanity due to being involved in the Jarndyce &Jarndyce
case and is obviously pitied. “litle mad old woman in a squeezed bonnet...expecting some
incomprehensible judgement to be given in her favour...no one cares” pg 15. The brickmaker’s wife
is central in Dickens’ portrayal of the height of poverty, suffering and domestic violence suffered by
many women at the time. “...the woman seemed to turn her face towards the fire, as if to hide her
bruised eye;” pg 130. Guster evokes a great deal of sympathy as a hard worker exploited by the
conniving and uncaring Mrs. Snagsby because of her lowly status as an orphan and even less value
in society caused by her disability (having epilepsy).

“Guster...goes cheap with this unaccountable drawback of fits...always at work.” Pg 156. Although a
typical Dickensian attitude of those who have wronged warranting punishment is expressed by the
death of Lady Deadlock, she and Esther are pitied greatly for their inability to start a relationship as
mother and daughter. “It was my mother, cold and dead.”

Overall, it has been seen that Dickens expresses his narrow and conservative ideals of women
throughout Bleak House. Admirable qualities, in his eyes, are seen in the admirable women in the
novel and criticisms are made about the inadmirable women in the novel. Whilst communicating his
somewhat black-and-white ideals, Dickens simultaneously demonstrates a capacity for evoking
sympathy for the injustices experienced by many women in Bleak House. This has not only
suggested that Bleak House has fairly accurately portrayed Dickens’ narrow ideals about women
but also suggests that these views were not wholly unrealistic of the era.
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