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Abstract 

The late Victorian period witnessed one of the most dramatic reimaginings of womanhood in English literary 

history. Between roughly 1880 and 1900, a cluster of novelists — women and men alike — began populating 

fiction with heroines who refused the quiet domestic destiny their society had scripted for them. These 

characters questioned marriage, pursued education, claimed sexual agency, and sometimes paid for it dearly. 

Scholars now group them under the label "New Woman fiction," a category that sits at the intersection of 

literary experimentation and feminist social thought. This article examines how the New Woman figure emerged 

in English Victorian fiction, what she was responding to, and how writers including Sarah Grand, George 

Gissing, Thomas Hardy, Mona Caird, and Grant Allen shaped her identity across a range of landmark texts. 

The article traces the cultural anxieties the New Woman provoked, considers the tension between her radical 

ambitions and the narrative punishments she often received, and argues that this body of fiction constitutes a 

vital archive of how gender identity was being renegotiated at the century's close. 
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I. Introduction 
Think about the standard Victorian heroine for a moment — obedient, domestic, self-sacrificing, 

waiting at a window for a man to decide her fate. She is almost a cliché now. What makes the final two decades 

of the nineteenth century so electrically interesting is that English fiction began to refuse her. Writers started 

placing women at the center of their narratives not as objects of romantic attention but as thinking, desiring, 

frustrated subjects who wanted things beyond a good husband and a comfortable parlor. 

The term "New Woman" was popularized in 1894 by the novelist Sarah Grand, who used it in a North 

American Review essay to describe the educated, self-aware woman who had grown tired of being defined 

entirely by her relationship to men (Grand, 1894). The phrase caught on immediately. Critics deployed it as 

both praise and insult. Punch magazine cartoons lampooned the New Woman as a bicycle-riding, cigarette-

smoking, Greek-reading eccentric. Serious novelists treated her as a vehicle for exploring what happened to 

intelligent women when society's institutions — marriage law, property law, the medical establishment, the 

educational system — were designed to contain them. 

New Woman fiction is not a tidy genre with fixed rules. It covers realist novels and sensation 

narratives, satire and tragedy, texts written by fervent suffragists and by men who were deeply ambivalent about 

feminism. What these works share is a preoccupation with female subjectivity, an insistence that women's inner 

lives deserved sustained literary attention, and a willingness to name the social structures that constrained those 

lives. To read them today is to watch Victorian England argue with itself about what a woman was allowed to 

be. 

 

II. Historical Context: What the New Woman Was Pushing Against 
2.1 The Ideology of Separate Spheres 

To understand why the New Woman felt so radical to Victorian readers, you need to appreciate how 

total the ideology of separate spheres actually was. The doctrine — elaborated in conduct manuals, sermons, 

medical texts, and popular journalism throughout the century — held that men and women occupied distinct 

realms by nature. Men belonged to the competitive public world of commerce, politics, and law. Women 

belonged to the home, and their purpose was to make it a moral sanctuary from that competitive world. 
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Coventry Patmore's 1854 poem "The Angel in the House" gave this ideology its most quoted image: 

the ideal wife as a selfless, spiritually pure creature whose entire identity was organized around her husband's 

happiness. The phrase became shorthand for a whole set of expectations. Women were supposed to be 

instinctively nurturing, not intellectually ambitious. Sexuality, in this framework, was something they passively 

received rather than actively desired. Education beyond the ornamental was regarded with suspicion, since it 

might unsettle a woman's delicate constitution or, worse, make her uninterested in marriage. 

By the 1880s, this framework was creaking badly under real social pressure. The Married Women's 

Property Acts of 1870 and 1882 gave women the legal right to own property separately from their husbands. 

Girton and Newnham Colleges at Cambridge had been admitting women since the 1870s. The suffrage 

movement, though it would not achieve its main goal until 1918 and 1928, was gaining momentum and 

mainstream visibility. Divorce law, while still grueling and stigmatizing, had become slightly more accessible 

since the Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857. Women were entering the workforce in greater numbers, particularly 

in clerical and teaching roles. The conditions for a literary reckoning with female identity were firmly in place. 

 

2.2 The Medical and Scientific Establishment 

One of the most insidious weapons against the New Woman was the medical discourse of the period. 

Doctors routinely argued that intellectual exertion was dangerous for women because it diverted blood and 

nervous energy away from the reproductive organs. Higher education, in this view, was not just unnecessary but 

physiologically harmful. Henry Maudsley's 1874 essay "Sex in Mind and in Education" made this case 

influentially and provoked outrage from women educators in return. New Woman novelists were writing into 

this hostile medical climate. Characters who pursue learning or independence in these fictions are frequently 

diagnosed, hospitalized, or declared hysterical by male characters who wield clinical authority as a tool of social 

control (Showalter, 2002). 

 

III. Sarah Grand and the Feminist New Woman Novel 
3.1 The Heavenly Twins and the Question of Marriage 

Sarah Grand's 1893 novel The Heavenly Twins was a publishing sensation. It sold tens of thousands of 

copies within its first weeks and ran through multiple editions rapidly (Richardson, 2003). What made it 

shocking was its unflinching account of what happened to women who married men they barely knew. Three 

female characters serve as case studies in marital catastrophe. Edith contracts syphilis from her dissolute 

husband and dies in madness. Evadne discovers her husband's moral depravity before consummation but stays 

in the marriage, gradually suffocating intellectually and emotionally. Only the androgynous, rule-breaking 

Angelica manages any real freedom — and she achieves it partly by disguising herself as her twin brother. 

Grand's argument was pointed: the institution of marriage, as Victorian society practiced it, was lethal 

to women. Men could sow wild oats before marriage with virtual impunity, while women were kept in 

ignorance of male sexuality and then handed over to husbands whose histories they had no means of knowing. 

The novel's anger is barely contained beneath its narrative surface. Grand was not calling for women to abandon 

marriage; she was calling for a transformation of the conditions under which it was entered. Educated women 

who knew what they were agreeing to, and men who were held to the same moral standards — that was the 

reformist vision underneath the melodrama. 

 

3.2 The Beth Book and Female Intellectual Development 

Grand returned to these themes in The Beth Book (1897), which tracks the intellectual awakening of 

Beth Caldwell from childhood through an unhappy marriage. The novel reads at times almost like a 

Bildungsroman — an account of a mind forming itself against the resistance of its environment. Beth's husband 

is a lock hospital physician who uses his institutional authority to demean and diminish her. Her gradual self-

liberation through writing is presented as both personally and politically necessary. Grand believed that 

women's intellectual development was not merely a private matter but a precondition for social transformation 

(Mangum, 2001). 

 

IV. George Gissing and the Problem of Economic Dependence 
George Gissing was a more ambivalent feminist than Grand, but his 1893 novel The Odd Women 

remains one of the most rigorous analyses of female economic vulnerability ever written. The title refers to 

women who are statistically "surplus" — there are simply not enough husbands to go around — and who must 

therefore find ways to sustain themselves. Gissing divides his female characters between those who desperately 

cling to the marriage market and those, like Rhoda Nunn, who have decided to build a life outside it. 

As shown in Figure, the central tension in New Woman fiction can be mapped across two axes: a 

character's access to economic resources and her willingness to challenge social convention. Gissing positions 

his characters across this spectrum with diagnostic precision. The Madden sisters have genteel backgrounds and 
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no marketable skills; their poverty is both material and imaginative. Rhoda Nunn, by contrast, works alongside 

the reformer Mary Barfoot, training women for clerical careers — a practical feminist project that treats 

economic independence as the foundation of everything else. 

 

 

Figure: Conceptual Map of Female Agency in New Woman Fiction — Economic Independence vs. Social 

Conformity 

This figure presents a two-axis conceptual diagram. The vertical axis represents economic 

independence, ranging from total financial dependence at the bottom to full self-sufficiency at the top. The 

horizontal axis represents social conformity, ranging from complete submission to social norms on the left to 

full rejection of convention on the right. Key characters from major New Woman novels are plotted across this 

space — for instance, Gissing's Rhoda Nunn appears in the upper-right quadrant (economically independent, 

socially unconventional), while Grand's Evadne occupies the lower-left (financially trapped, conforming despite 

inner rebellion). The diagram illustrates how New Woman fiction consistently links material conditions to the 

possibilities for female selfhood, showing that economic dependency almost always corresponds with narrative 

constraint. 

Gissing is genuinely torn about his own arguments. Rhoda is admirable but emotionally guarded; her 

relationship with Everard Barfoot exposes the tension between her principled independence and her human need 

for intimacy. The novel does not resolve these tensions neatly, and that honesty is part of what makes it so 

valuable. Gissing understood that the New Woman's situation was structurally difficult, not just psychologically 

so. Changing individual attitudes would accomplish little without changing the economic arrangements that 

kept women dependent (Kucich, 2007). 

 

V. Thomas Hardy and the Tragedy of the New Woman 
5.1 Sue Bridehead in Jude the Obscure 

Thomas Hardy's Jude the Obscure (1895) provoked such outrage — one bishop reportedly burned his 

copy — that Hardy effectively gave up novel-writing afterward. The novel contains what many critics consider 

the most fully realized New Woman figure in Victorian fiction: Sue Bridehead. Sue is intellectually brilliant, 

sexually unconventional, emotionally volatile, and ultimately destroyed. She reads John Stuart Mill, recites 

Swinburne, refuses to be owned by any man, and yet her freedom is always contingent, always borrowed, 

always one disaster away from collapse. 

Hardy's handling of Sue is both empathetic and troubling. He clearly finds her fascinating, but he also 

engineers her total psychological breakdown after the death of her children — a narrative punishment so severe 

that readers and critics have argued about its meaning ever since. Is Hardy demonstrating that society has no 

place for a woman like Sue, that the structures around her will inevitably grind her down? Or is he suggesting 

some flaw in her own nature, an excessive rationalism that makes her unable to live with feeling? The text 

sustains both readings, which is part of its power and its persistent unease (Boumelha, 2004). 

 

5.2 Tess of the d'Urbervilles and Sexual Double Standards 

Hardy's earlier novel Tess of the d'Urbervilles (1891) approaches the New Woman question from a 

different angle. Tess is not intellectually unconventional; she is not trying to reform anything. But Hardy's 

subtitle — "A Pure Woman" — is a direct challenge to the sexual double standard that ruins her. A woman who 
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has been raped and then falls in love with another man is socially destroyed by the revelation of her past, while 

the men who wronged her face no equivalent reckoning. Hardy names the system's cruelty explicitly and makes 

no apology for doing so. 

These two novels together suggest something important about Hardy's method. He was not optimistic 

about the New Woman's chances in the world he depicted. His heroines are exceptional, and their exceptionality 

is precisely what makes them targets. The social world in these novels is not maliciously evil — it is simply 

indifferent, grinding along according to rules that treat female nonconformity as an aberration to be corrected 

(Pykett, 2005). 

 

VI. Mona Caird, Grant Allen, and the Marriage Debate 
No single topic generated more heat in New Woman discourse than marriage. In 1888, the journalist 

and novelist Mona Caird published an essay in the Westminster Review titled "Marriage," in which she argued 

that the institution was, in its current form, a system of legalized exploitation. The Daily Telegraph invited 

readers to respond; it received 27,000 letters (Ledger, 2006). The scale of that response tells you something 

about how raw the nerve was. 

Caird's novel The Daughters of Danaus (1894) dramatizes her argument. Hadria Fullerton is musically 

gifted and intellectually serious, and her marriage systematically destroys her capacity to develop either talent. 

The novel is relentless in its analysis of how domestic expectations, social pressure, and the emotional 

manipulation of family members combine to exhaust a woman's resources before she can use them. Hadria does 

not suffer from a single villain — she suffers from an entire system that treats her gifts as inconvenient. 

Grant Allen's The Woman Who Did (1895) made the case from a more controversial angle. Herminia 

Barton chooses to live with her lover outside marriage on principle — she believes legal marriage is a form of 

slavery. The novel was widely denounced as immoral. Allen was a man writing in defense of free love, and his 

feminist credentials were contested; many women writers felt he was more interested in female sexuality as a 

male fantasy than in women's actual liberation. The debate around his novel illustrates how quickly New 

Woman discourse could be appropriated and distorted (Ardis, 2001). 

 

VII. Olive Schreiner and the Transatlantic Dimension 
No account of the New Woman in Victorian fiction would be complete without Olive Schreiner, whose 

The Story of an African Farm (1883) predates the New Woman label but anticipates nearly all of its concerns. 

Published under the pseudonym Ralph Iron, the novel follows Lyndall, a South African girl who articulates one 

of the most powerful feminist manifestos in nineteenth-century fiction. Lyndall refuses to marry the man whose 

child she carries and articulates, with devastating clarity, the way women are trained from girlhood to perform 

femininity rather than develop selfhood. 

Schreiner wrote from the Cape Colony, not from the English drawing rooms where most New Woman 

fiction was set, and that geographical distance gave her a particular kind of freedom. She was less invested in 

the specific debates about English marriage law or the London job market, and more interested in the deeper 

metaphysics of female subjugation — the ways in which women internalize their own diminishment (Parkins, 

2009). The Story of an African Farm was widely read in England and became something of a touchstone for the 

movement, passed between women readers in a way that suggests it answered a need the drawing-room novel 

could not quite reach. 

 

VIII. Conclusion 
The New Woman in Victorian fiction is not a single character but a constellation of possibilities — 

some hopeful, some tragic, many deeply ambiguous. She is Rhoda Nunn choosing economic independence over 

romantic compromise. She is Sue Bridehead reading Mill while her society dismantles her. She is Lyndall on 

the African veld, articulating demands the world around her cannot hear. She is Beth Caldwell finding her voice 

through writing. What these characters share is the insistence that their inner lives constitute a form of 

knowledge that cannot be dismissed, and that the social arrangements surrounding them are not natural facts but 

political choices. 

The novelists who created these characters were not simply reporting a social type. They were arguing 

for a different way of understanding what a woman was. Some argued it imperfectly, with ambivalence, within 

the formal constraints of their genre, and within the limits of their own class and racial assumptions. But the 

argument itself was genuine, and its implications were far-reaching. To read New Woman fiction today is to 

encounter a moment when the definition of female identity was genuinely in contest — when enough had 

shifted to make the argument possible, but not yet enough had shifted to make it successful. That productive 

tension is what gives these novels their energy, and it is why they remain worth reading. 

 

 



The "New Woman" and Changing Female Identity in English Victorian Fiction 

DOI: 10.35629/9467-09056367                                    www.questjournals.org                                          67 | Page 

References 
[1]. Ardis, A. L. (2001). New women, new novels: Feminism and early modernism. Rutgers University Press. 
[2]. Ardis, A. L., & Lewis, L. W. (2003). Women's experience of modernity, 1875–1945. In A. L. Ardis & L. W. Lewis (Eds.), 

Women's experience of modernity (pp. 1–22). Johns Hopkins University Press. 

[3]. Boumelha, P. (2004). Thomas Hardy and women: Sexual ideology and narrative form. In P. Widdowson (Ed.), Thomas Hardy: 
Contemporary critical essays (pp. 93–114). Palgrave Macmillan. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-0-230-50017-1_6 

[4]. Caine, B. (2005). English feminism, 1780–1980. In S. Delamont (Ed.), Handbook of British feminism (pp. 15–38). Oxford 

University Press. 
[5]. Cunningham, G. (2002). The new woman and the Victorian novel. Macmillan. 

[6]. Doughan, D., & Gordon, P. (2001). Women, clubs and associations in Britain. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203441749 

[7]. Flint, K. (2003). The woman reader, 1837–1914. Oxford University Press. 
[8]. Grand, S. (1894). The new aspect of the woman question. North American Review, 158(448), 270–276. 

[9]. Heilmann, A. (2000). New woman fiction: Women writing first-wave feminism. Palgrave Macmillan. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230510388 
[10]. Jordan, E. (2009). The great social evil: Discourses on prostitution and the New Woman in Victorian literature. Victorian Literature 

and Culture, 37(1), 197–213. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1060150309090148 

[11]. Kranidis, R. S. (2008). Subversive discourse: The cultural production of late Victorian feminist novels. St. Martin's Press. 
[12]. Kucich, J. (2007). George Gissing and the politics of sympathy. Victorian Studies, 49(2), 219–244. 

https://doi.org/10.2979/VIC.2007.49.2.219 

[13]. Ledger, S. (2006). The new woman: Fiction and feminism at the fin de siècle. Manchester University Press. 
[14]. Mangum, T. (2001). Married, middlebrow, and militant: Sarah Grand and the New Woman novel. University of Michigan Press. 

https://doi.org/10.3998/mpub.14498 

[15]. Parkins, W. (2009). Mobility and modernity in women's novels, 1850s–1930s. Palgrave Macmillan. 
https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230234116 

[16]. Pykett, L. (2005). The improper feminine: The women's sensation novel and the New Woman writing. Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203413869 
[17]. Richardson, A. (2003). The new woman in fiction and in fact: Fin-de-siècle feminisms. Palgrave Macmillan. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230523289 

[18]. Showalter, E. (2002). A literature of their own: British women novelists from Brontë to Lessing (expanded ed.). Princeton 
University Press. 

[19]. Sutphin, C. (2006). Humanitarian ideals and their discontents: The debate over women's suffrage in British women's writing. 

Victorian Literature and Culture, 34(2), 611–629. https://doi.org/10.1017/S1060150306051607 
[20]. Vadillo, A. M. (2005). Women poets and urban aestheticism: Passengers of modernity. Palgrave Macmillan. 

https://doi.org/10.1057/9780230005143 

 


