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ABSTRACT 

Using the tools of feminist literary criticism, this 

dissertation examines the female domestic servant in the 

writings of Charles Dickens and Sigmund Freud. I have 

read the female retainer in the Dickensian canon as one of 

the domestic ideal's most useful signifiers. Although 

Dickens certainly writes from the assumptions of his own 

time and posits over-determined gender assignments, his 

texts, as do those of Sigmund Freud, frequently erupt with 

what Julia Kristeva has dubbed the messy semiotic 

(Kristeva 1986, 99). Both Freud and Dickens speak through 

intriguing circumlocutions, in which the very ideologies 

seemingly sustained are subverted. The female servant in 

the works of both Freud and Dickens often signs repressed 

desire. She is the liminal figure between lower class 

earthiness and bourgeois decorum. She may assume 

positions between the maternal and the paternal. She may 

function as as either chastising adult or naughty child. 

She is an outsider in the familial cell, yet she is part 

of the most private and intimate spaces. For the 

twentieth century reader, who oscillates in code switching 

and social placement, the female servant of the Victorian 

novel is a relevant and stimulating hermeneutic 

configuration. 

8 



CHAPTER I 

LIMINALITY AND SERVITUDE 

"What is socially peripheral is often 
symbolically central." 

Barbara Babcock 

The Reversible World: Symbolic 
Inversions in Art and Society, Ithaca, 
Cornell University Press, 1978. 

The family never was in any of 
Freud's texts, completely closed off 
from questions of economic class. And 
the most insistent locus of that 
intrusion into the family circle 
(intrusion of the symbolic into the 
imaginary) is the maid/governess/ 
nurse ••• she is the hole in the social 
cell. 

Jane Gallop 

The Daughter's Seduction, Ithaca, 
Cornell University Press, 1982. 

"Wife and servant are the same 
But only different in name.1t 

Lady Chudleigh in "To The Ladies." 

"No man is good enough to be another 
man's master." 

Old anarchist slogan. 

9 



Teach me my God and King 
In all things thee to see 
And what I do in anything 
To do as if for thee 

A servant with this clause 
Makes drudgery divine 
Who sweeps the room as for thy laws 
Makes that and the action fine 

The Handy Book for the Young 
General Servant 

The Dirty Cleaners 

10 

Servants proliferate in Victorian fiction. They 

figure as a sea of unofficial non-persons and constitute 

an entire captive population within the victorian novel. 

I believe that their presence is intensely intriguing and 

that their textual vitality is both diverse and 

extensive. They function as comic relief. They work as 

extensions of their mistresses, and as devoted feudals 

they profit from the benevolence of the mistress or master 

figure. Frequently they mirror readerly aggression. They 

are sources of paranoia as they exercise power 

inappropriate to their station. As insistent watchers of 

the master class, they provide an unsettling level of 

voyeurism and make up an inverted police force in the 

victorian household. The most interesting signifying 

traces left by female servant representations in the novel 
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of the Victorian era, are, it seems to me, those in the 

liminal places hinted at in the fault lines between erotic 

and social content; between surface level and 'psychic 

economy; between conscious logic and unconscious 

intensities. Female servants in Victorian novels walk 

through established categories in ,order to become the 

manipulators of plot structure--as does Nelly of Emily 

Bronte's Wuthering Heights or Esther of Bleak House. 

Through hypergamy, they challenge the organization of 

patriarchal order--as does Richardson's Pamela. As the 

"invisible" and silent supports of a social system in 

which they cannot partake, in the fuzzy state between 

taxonomies, they can be read as both victims and as 

sinister agents of power. 1 Unclean and often polluting 

members of the lower orders they are the ones who whiten 

the front step of the bourgeois home (Huggett 106) and 

separate the home-as- romantic-refuge from the anxieties 

of the ruthless and competitive mercantile world. 

Liminality--A Meta-Mode For In-Betweeners 

All systems, whether biological, physical, or social, 

demand a certain order and structuring. Yet no systematic 

arrangement can be contrived without the faults between 



the building blocks. These fissures--the subtleties and 

ambiguities, the gray areas, the transgressions and 

blurred boundaries, the betwixt and between territories-

provide the most fertile ground for the study of 

representational systems. Through such intrusions new 

formations emerge, unique constructs emanate, and the 

socially marginal, as Barbara Babcock tells us, becomes 

the culturally pivotal (Babcock 1978, 25). 

12 

In his examination of rites of passage in "primitive" 

cultures victor Turner has introduced the term "liminal" 

to denote such marginal or transitional phases or 

ambiguities. Turner speaks about the space between past 

states of societal placement and states that are to come. 

Such phases of liminality, for example, occur during the 

initiation ceremonies marking the end of childhood and the 

entry into adulthood. Life itself, Turner points out, may 

be thought of as a liminal state of flux between the 

permanencies of birth and death. In his study of social 

groups Turner posits the liminal points of birth, puberty, 

marriage, and death as marked through social ceremonies. 

other significant liminalities are the transitions from 

war to peace and scarcity to plenty. Turner understands 

liminality as a state no longer within the accepted 

codification, a phase between classifications. It is a 
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condition of flux and ambiguity--the negation from which a 

positive restructuring can be generated (V. Turner 94-96). 

writing about the work of victor Turner, Kathleen M. 

Ashley points to his system of "social anti-structure." 

She perceives Turner's in-between mode as an interstice 

between established states, a mixture of categories, 

eruptions, transformations, and othernesses. These are 

models of thought that promote a revisionist reflexivity 

and creative epiphanies (Ashley XVIII-XX). Drawing on 

Luce Irigaray's Speculum, Barbara Babcock envisions a 

feminist liminal interpretation as a reading "between the 

lines of men's texts" (Babcock 1990,88). 

It is this dance of the servants in their 

interstitial positions between vigor and powerlessness 

that I wish to study. It is an undulation between lower

class earthiness and bourgeois decorum; between chastising 

paternal and sheltering maternal; between the maintenance 

and the overthrow of the domestic ideal; between the 

outsiders' position in the familial cell and the voiced or 

unvoiced threat felt within the familial enclosure because 

the outsiders know things they are not supposed to 

presume--matters of the most private and intimate familial 

concern. The liminal oscillation of servants is a 

twisting in the libidinally ambiguous spaces between the 
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exogamous and the endogamous. It is an exercise of code 

switching between upstairs parloreze, village dialect, and 

downstairs interlanguage. It is surely a performance of 

some interest to a multidimensional reading. 

For the master, the maid, like the mother with whom 

she may merge, is both protective and threatening; both 

nurturing and devouring. As the creator of order and 

remover of filth, she arranges the harmony of the mythical 

retreat of the domestic ideal. She often combines both 

erotic and caritative libidinality. occasionally, as 

exemplified by Peggotty of David Copperfield, she takes on 

the entire caritative role, leaving the biological mother 

figure intact as an erotic ideal (Brown 50-53). The maid 

is, of course, also a sign of her master's economic and 

social position, and when her work produces effective 

results she, in fact, underlines her master's worthy 

choice of a wife--he has espoused a woman who has overcome 

the ubiquitous servant problem and thus created a 

harmoniously domestic sphere. 

Between the mistress and her serving woman an 

undercurrent of unconscious tension is ever-present. 

Since according to the morphology of the domestic ideal, a 

woman runs her own house, her servants really should not 

even be there. Yet since, practically speaking, the feat 
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of running a proper Victorian household is impossible 

without them, the servants become both the desired and the 

unwanted extension of the mistress. If she knows how to 

manage her servants, the mistress uses the maid's 

interstitial placement between domestic order and the 

intruding chaos to constitute a woman's woman for herself. 

It is the work of the maid which permits her bourgeois 

mistress to present the idealized version of her home. It 

is the service of the maid which banishes disorder, filth, 

and confusion and permits Mrs. Bourgeois and her daughters 

to be "accomplished," fragrant and soft-spoken, delicate, 

and sensitive. Karen Sanchez-Eppler notes that it was the 

slave women of the American Southern plantation who helped 

to create the vision of the delicate white southern lady 

(32). And it is not coincidental that when black servants 

were no longer the norm, "black work" soon became known as 

"woman's work." Proposing a curious affiliation between 

the white lady and her black servant Sanchez-Eppler argues 

that 

The difference between the stereotypic 
cultural conceptions of black and female 
bodies was such that in the crossing of 
feminist and. abolitionist rhetoric the 
status of the slave and the status of the 
woman could both be improved by an 
alliance with the body of the other. 
Their two sorts of bodies were prisons in 
different ways, and for each the prison 
of the other was liberating. So for the 
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female slave, the frail body of the 
bourgeois lady promised not weakness but 
the modesty and virtue of a delicacy at 
once supposed physical and moral. 
Concern for the roughness and impropriety 
with which slave women were treated 
redefined their suffering as feminine, 
and hence endowed it with all the moral 
value generally attributed to nineteenth
century American womanhood. Conversely, 
for the nineteenth-century woman there 
were certain assets to be claimed from 
the body of the slave ••• the strength to 
plant, and hoe and pick and endure is 
available to the urban middle class woman 
insofar as she can be equated with the 
laboring slave woman, and that equation 
suggests the possibility of reshaping 
physical circumstances. (Sanchez-Eppler 
32) 

While Sanchez-Eppler sees an alliance and 

interchangeability between the body of maid and mistress, 

Mary Poovey posits a necessary rupture and shows that the 

inability to handle servants could cause a frightening 

blurring between social classes and become a stain on 

culturally appropriate womanliness. 

According to Poovey, Dora in David Copperfield stands 

devalued as a woman because of her inability to supervise 

her servants. Such inability to regulate the household, 

in Poovey's terms, shows a disloyalty to ones own social 

position, a lack of allegiance which may be linked to 

sexual infidelity. Poovey argues that 

••• the legitimacy and domestication that 
the woman's fidelity reinforced required 
another kind of support: they required 
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that desire not cross class lines because 
the integrity one's class--and by 
extension, the difference between this 
class and others--was as essential to 
individual (middle class) identity as the 
fidelity of one's wife. This is why 
domestic mismanagement is linked to 
sexual infidelity in David Copperfield: a 
middle-class woman who did not manage her 
servants efficiently (as Dora does not) 
jeopardizes the ground of middle-class 
male identity and surely as did a woman 
who was sexually unfaithful, because she 
made it clear that class exploitation was 
integral to middle-class domesticity. 
(Poovey 115-118) 

The work of Sanchez-Eppler and Poovey, as that of the 

other literary theorists I will subsequently discuss, 

point to the contradictions, complexities, double binds, 

and liminalities so characteristic of the servant 

position. 

Why Bark Yourself If You Have A Dog That Can Do It? 

Between 1392-1394 the Menagier of Paris wrote a 

little book of instruction for the young wife he had 

recently married. Marilyn French, who in Beyond Power 

comments on this text, tells us that its pervasive tone is 

one of benevolence and kindness. The elderly menagier 

wants his child-wife to do well in her newly assigned 

role. He doesn't know how many years he has left and he 

is not sure that a younger man who might follow him, as 
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second husband to the young woman, will treat his little 

widow as kindly as he himself has treated her. The 

venerable menagier therefore fills his text with careful 

instructions on moral and religious conduct as well as 

practical and homey advice on sheep sheering, household 

management, candle making, and butter churning. Most 

telling, however, are the recommendations which the 

menagier offers his young bride regarding her duty and 

deportment toward her husband. The menaqier advises his 

young spouse to behave like a little dog who always stays 

close to its master and has no interest in other people. 

All her thoughts should be concentrated on her husband, 

even when he is physically not with her. If her masterful 

husband should occasionally, in a fit of temper, kick the 

little dog, the small creature should nevertheless return, 

lick its master's hand, and try to pacify him (French 

161). 

The image of wife as dog in the service of man is 

echoed in the writings of Carole Pateman. Drawing on the 

work of J. Wajcman, she quotes the succinct message of a 

twentieth century worker-husband who, when asked whether 

he helped with house chores, responded with, "I don't keep 

a dog and bark myself" (Pateman 143).2 
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In her thou~ht provoking essay on the sexual contract 

Pateman draws on Hobbes, who has defined the original 

family as a group consisting of a male, his servants, and 

his off-spring. Hobbes has erased the position of wife, 

interchanged, and overlapped it with the servant position. 

Using the work of Hobbes, Rouseau,. Puffendorf, and Locke, 

Pateman displays the social contract as a fraternal 

arrangement in which women function as servants and 

auxiliaries to the brothers (Pateman 39-76). Pateman 

notes that a wife's position in nineteenth century England 

was not much above that of the slave. 3 In England, until 

the middle of the nineteenth century, a husband was given 

the right to chastise his wife through corporal punishment 

provided he used a stick that was not thicker than his 

thumb. 4 Until 1884, a wife in England could be jailed for 

refusing her husband his conjugal rights (Pateman 123). 

In the United states until the late nineteenth century, a 

wife, like a slave, had no civil status and was for all 

practical purposes civilly dead. She and her husband were 

considered one individual. Officially, women could own no 

property--a condition only the extremely wealthy escaped 

through various trust or pre-nuptial arrangements. The 

Married Women's Property Act was enacted in England only 

in 1882--twelve years after the death of Charles Dickens. 
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Certainly the plot of pavid Copperfield would have 

operated differently had such a law been enacted earlier. 

Pateman points out that until today most wives still 

subsume their civil personality under the names of their 

husbands and that in this fashion they, like slaves, are 

brought into the social order only through the name of the 

master (Pateman 119-121). In the contract of universal 

brotherhood men's political rights are backed up by their 

conjugal rights. The father, as procreator, rents the 

female womb for the procreation of his eternity. 

As an extension of their power to beget sons, men are 

also given the power to birth social and political 

institutions. Thus the physical body extends into the 

body politic. In a quintessential power gesture, which is 

also an inverted birth, Adam gives both life and name to 

Eve. Thus paternal power becomes the model for natural 

rule of law (Pateman 87-91). Pateman ponders the process 

of modern democracy as it evolved from the bloodbath and 

ashes of the French revolution, proclaiming liberte, 

egalite, fraternite. In such a fraternal contract the 

role of the sister, she concludes, is erased or demoted to 

a domestic or sexual service role for the brothers 

(Pateman 78-79). A worker within the brotherhood is a man 

whose daily needs are ministered to by a woman. Pateman 
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illustrates with a poster image of "the sturdy worker ••• in 

overalls with a bag of tools and lunchbox ••• always 

accompanied by the ghostly figure of his absent wife" 

(131). In such a bonded brotherhood, Pateman notes, the 

anarchist slogan which states that no man is "good enough 

to be another man's master," is indeed appropriate, and 

she surmises that according to the logic of brotherhood 

all men appear good enough to be the masters of all women 

(130-132).5 

otherness, as sigmund Freud tells us, seems essential 

to the process of civilization. In his phenomenon of "the 

narcissism of minor differences," he explains that "it is 

always possible to bind together a considerable number of 

people in love as long as there are other people left over 

to receive the manifestation their aggressiveness" (Freud 

1933, 68). Freud goes on to demonstrate how the Jews, in 

this respect, as a scattered and otherized nation for 

centuries have provided the convenient scape-goat 

qualities for the populations of the countries which 

hosted them (68). Julia Kristeva, in her discussion of 

Celine's antisemitic agenda, reiterates Freud's message 

when she notes that in Celine the Jew is 

•.• the ambivalent, the border, where 
exact limits between same and other, 
subject and object, and even beyond 
these, between inside and outside and 



22 

disappearing--hence an object of fear and 
fascination. Abjection itself. He is 
abject: dirty, rotten. And I who 
identify with him, who desire to share 
with him a brotherly, mortal embrace in 
which I lose my own limi ts. I find 
myself reduced to the same abjection, a 
fecalized, feminized, passive rot. 
(Kristeva 82, 185) 

Mary Douglas, on the same theme, writes about the 

Mandari clients who living, as they do, in the interstices 

of society, nevertheless, are perceived by their patrons 

as sinisterly powerful. Douglas explains that persons 

within weakly defined networks always pose a threat (103-

104). She argues that disorder is a state of potential 

creativity--a place of both danger and power, because from 

the disorder new patterns may emerge. Drawing on Levy 

Bruhl, Douglas likens society to a many-roomed mansion in 

which the passages that lead from chamber to chamber spell 

the transitional states of danger. Persons in marginal 

states, placeless, or ambiguously positioned are dangerous 

because they don't fit established patterns and may cause 

the invalidation of such established social paradigms 

(Douglas 95-96). All beings positioned between 

structures, like roaches, spiders, and mice, or in the 

fissures of social structures, like witches, hysterics, or 

Jews, attract phobia through their contradictory 

placement. Douglas posits Joan of Arc as a paradigm of 
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such in-between positionality. She is both peasant and 

court woman, both maiden and warrior. 

both reverence and fear (Douglas 103). 

Thus she inspires 

The physical body, 

in Douglas' terms, is a possible stand-in for any social 

arrangement. Thus, bodily secretions, such as excrement, 

blood, or spittle, which cross well-defined boundaries, 

are connected to danger (121). Those who dwell in the 

margins, recluses, released prisoners or mental patients, 

stand in marginally ambiguous positions and are seen as 

contaminating or dangerous (97). 

In Purity and Danger Douglas posits pollution as a 

concept generated to protect that which is cherished and 

culturally entrenched. Concepts and processes which 

cannot be clearly defined or classified are declared 

polluting, unclean, or liminal, and all margins are 

experienced as dangerous, since they stretch existential 

fundamentals and alter rudimentary experience (Douglas 94-

105). In her study of primitive societies, Douglas shows 

how the community fears menstruating women who are sensed 

as contaminating--they bleed without being wounded, and 

their generative powers threaten. Through the 

sociomorphology of a "Delilah Complex," menstrual blood 

becomes both weakening and deadly for the male. In order 

to be readmitted to normative community life, women must 
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undergo rigidly prescribed purification rites. It is, 

however, interesting to note that such apprehension of 

menstrual contamination, according to Douglas, does not 

exist among the Walbiri of Central Australia. Sexuality 

is essentially pollution free among the Walbiri. This is 

so because in Walibri society the position of women is 

entirely non-ambiguous. It is absolutely defined as 

subordinate to male dominance. Females have no privileges 

and no social protection. A man may kill his wife for 

reasons of slightest insubordination--no questions asked. 

The unambiguously secured patriarchal power of this 

society makes pollution and purification rituals 

unnecessary (Douglas 140-145). In other societies, 

however, where the line of demarcation is not nearly as 

clear, those placed in interstitial positions, even when 

quite bereft of power, appear to be dangerous. Douglas 

notes that the Kochin wife is considered an agent of the 

supernatural simply because she stands between her 

husband's and her brother's family and thus appears to be 

a power-link between two groups. Because of this double 

loyalty her allegiance is constantly questioned and she is 

perceived as dangerously ambiguous. 

Like Douglas, Helene cixous and Catherine Clement in 

their discussion of the sorceress and the hysteric draw on 



Marcel Mauss to evoke social anomalites such as drifters 

and circus folk. Among these cixous posits her portrait 

of the feared sorceress who heals against the guidelines 

of organized religion, performs abortions, and creates 

disorder by functioning outside established social 

patterns (cixous and Clement 5-7). In their dialogue on 

servants, Clement and cixous comment on Freud's effort to 

shut the servant up in the maids room and thus keep her 

out of the family romance. Yet the servant "is 

everywhere" asserts Clement "she is the repressed of the 

boss' wife" (150). 

25 

The female servant in the victorian household, as she 

deals with food, elimination, cleanliness, and propriety, 

stands as an ever-present inside/outsider to the bourgeois 

domain, a dangerous, menacing, yet necessary in-betweener. 

Charles Dickens, as I will discuss in chapter four on 

Hortense of Bleak House, uses both the Jew and the servant 

to signal dangerous liminality. Hortense, the French 

maid, in her outcast(e) role as demonized, polluting 

foreigner and servant is easily thrown into liminally 

dangerous territory. In her discussion of Douglas, 

Kristeva points out that purification rites meant to 

separate the "proper and clean" body from abject maternal 

defilement are the means by which the male ego is 



protected and through which the physical body may 

eventually be sublimated (Kristeva 1982, 78). In other 

words, if the boy wants to grow up into a full scale 

patriarch he must throw off mother. Throwing off mother 

in her servant substitute, as we shall see, seems a great 

deal easier. 

Between Power And Impotence 

Peter Stallybrass and Allon White in their ambitious 

work of cultural criticism, The Politics and Poetics of 

Transgression, speak of the carnival as a socially 

disruptive, festive critique of high culture--a breaking 

out of the prevailing social norms, a mockery of the 

sacred through physical and verbal excesses. In the 

grotesque exuberance and stylized obscenities of the 

carnivalesque, Stallybrass and White see a means through 

which the dominant class controls subversive elements by 

permitting and actually helping to structure an upside 

down world. The carnival world of mockery and burlesque 

creates a liminal period in which the underclass releases 

frustrations, then willingly returns to the normative 

state of oppression (Stallybrass and White 19-26). In 

their chapter on the nineteenth century servant, 

26 



27 

stallybrass and White position the female domestic on a 

transgressive trajectory. Drawing on the writings of 

Walter Benjamin and sigmund Freud, Stallybrass and White 

display the servant in a liminal nether world between 

defilement and desire in which the female servant becomes 

an object of erotic longing as well as a figure of lowness 

for the bourgeois child. It is the nursemaid who first 

introduces the child to the forbidden fruits of sexuality. 

Nannies are both sexual mentors and objects of desire who 

can walk through social demarcations. In the erotically 

charged diaries of Hanna Cullwick and Arthur J. Munby, 

Stallybrass and White posit a picture of the libidinal 

attraction of "lowness" for the bourgeois man, whose 

childhood memories explode in cathectic visions of servant 

bodies. Munby, it seems, as well as Freud's "Rat Man" 

lust after the erotic nether-world of the servant, a world 

between fleshy earthiness and the idealized libidinal. 

The maid who has tended the small child becomes a figure 

of fascinating degradation to the child turned adult. 

During his childhood, she functioned for him as punitive 

agent, and therefore she has grown into an image of 

strength and chastising libidinal interest. While the 

maid performs the intimate functions connected to the 

hygiene of child-care, the bourgeois mother remains 
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upstairs as a distantly perfect and fetishized vision of 

femininity. Yet in spite of the maid's license to scold 

and reprimand, the child knows full well that she can be 

fired at a moment's notice. Thus, she oscillates in the 

child's mind between the powerful and the impotent. The 

bourgeois child is titillated by her sensual earthiness, 

her assumed power, as well as her/his own aggrandizement 

under the sign of her fundamental inferiority (Stallybrass 

and White 149-170). 

Jane Gallop's stimulating inquiry into the role of 

the nursemaid in The Daughter's Seduction speaks about the 

nursemaid as Freud's ultimate seducer--the guilty one-

both the outsider and the one assimilated into the 

maternal; both expelled and included; both the threshold 

figure to be "fucked at the door," and the one who holds 

the key (Gallop 141-150). Drawing on Freud's incomplete 

analysis of Dora: an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria and 

The Newly Born Woman by Helene cixous and Catherine 

Clement, Jane Gallop makes a case for the nursemaid/ 

governess as the ultimate seductress in Freud's drama of 

childhood sexuality and seduction. l~ile at first Freud 

had believed in the stories of paternal seduction told by 

daughters about fathers, he eventually sidestepped these 

as wishful fantasies. It was, however, clear to Freud 
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that someone in the family had sexually stimulated the 

child and he settled on the figure of the mother, who, in 

her performance of hygienic duties inadvertently 

stimulated the child. Freud assumed that rather than the 

mother, it was the unscrupulous hired help--the servant 

girl who wanted to catch a few winks--who through genital 

stimulation soothed a fretful child. In Freud's scheme, 

these servants occupy the maternal position. Gallop, 

however, paints the servant as an outsider--a hole in the 

wholeness of the protective familial cocoon. In addition, 

Gallop posits the nursemaid as the "first analyst"--the 

person who is paid to receive the primary load of 

transference, the shifting of love meant for the first 

parent onto a secondary caretaker. 

Through a trick of grammatical extension, the 

portrait of Dora grows, under Gallop's skillful pen, into 

the spitting image of all women. Thirty years prior to 

the publication of Levi-Strauss' The Elementary Kinship 

Structures, Dora dares to complain to Freud that she is 

being passed on by her father into the arms of another 

man. While cixous and Clement argue about whether Dora is 

a victim or a heroine, Jane Gallop writes her into 

transcendence by claiming that the publicly told story has 

released Dora from the familial cell, where both her 
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father and Freud attempted to enclose her, and placed her 

into the transcendence of the public domain. Dora refuses 

to serve patriarchy in the manner that both of the 

governesses of her story have done. As Gallop puts it, 

Dora refuses to be opened up with "a skeleton key" (Gallop 

146-150). Perhaps the reason why feminists continue to 

find enchantment in the story of Dora is that rather than 

permitting herself to be used by her father, and by 

extension by Dr. Freud, Dora turns the tables on Herr 

Doctor, places him in the hired help position, and gives 

him two weeks notice. 

Just as the two governesses of Dora's story--both 

seduced and abandoned by their masters--so Freud is being 

used by Herr Bauer (Dora's father), who had hoped that the 

doctor would make Dora see reason. Like the two 

governesses, Freud really is just working to please the 

patriarch. This is when Dora herself assumes mastery and 

gently but firmly dismisses the doctor, whose services she 

no longer needs or wants. 

Gallop's interpretation of the Dora case offers an 

interesting perspective on the liminality of those in 

service occupations--those who get paid for pleasing, 

those who assume temporary parental roles yet can so 

readily be dismissed, those whose advice is asked for yet 
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who can easily be defamed or reproached (Gallop 132-150). 

On a very similar note, Mary Poovey, in her study of 

the governess, "The Governess and Jane Eyre," proposes the 

plight of the governess as characterized by liminality. 

On the one hand, the governess stands as the paradigm of 

the domestic ideal, as she performs the caring and 

teaching work assigned to the middle-class mother. On the 

other hand, she takes on a working woman's professional 

role because her work requires training and she, like a 

working-class woman, collects wages. Poovey asserts that 

to the gentlemen she [the governess] was 
the "tabooed woman" and to male servants 
she was as unapproachable as any other 
middle-class lady. If the governess was 
asked to stabilize the contradiction 
inherent in the middle-class domestic 
ideal by embodying and superintending 
morality, then she was also expected to 
fix another, related boundary: that 
between "well-bred, well-educated and 
perfect gentlewomen" on the one hand and 
on the other the "low-born, ignorant and 
vulgar" woman of the working class. The 
assumption implicit in these 
conjunctions, as in the middle-class 
preference for governesses from their own 
class, was that only "well-bred" women 
were morally reliable .•. In fact, 
contemporaries openly worried that the 
governess was not the bulwark against 
immorality and class erosion but the 
conduit through which working-class 
habits would infiltrate the middle-class 
home. One source of this anxiety was the 
wide-spread belief that more tradesmen's 
daughters were entering the ranks of 
governesses therefore heralding the 
"degradation" of a body so important to 
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the moral interest of the community. 
(Poovey 128-129) 

Because the governess stands in place of the mother 

but, nevertheless, is placed under the sign of the 

aberrant working woman, she is marked by social 

incongruity--she is both idealized as a mother and 

suspected of vulgarity and sexual looseness in her non

domesticated role. Poovey suggests that the governess's 

liminal position posed a threat to the structure of the 

domestic ideal, since she participated in the collapse in 

the rigid separation of spheres. She was paid for what 

woman was supposed to do freely, naturally, and lovingly, 

and her very presence in a household might encourage 

laziness and neglect on the part of the mother. In her 

reading of Jane Eyre, Poovey e>cplains that Rochester's 

tales of his previous sexual exploits with Celine Varens 

would not have been told to a truly genteel woman, but 

they could be spelled out to a governess--a mere employee, 

who might herself be sexually tainted. By telling Jane 

such stories, Rochester is assuming her greater 

worldliness and actually places her in the category of his 

previous conquests. Poovey notes that there is a 

racial/ethnic distinction made between the very English 

Jane and the outcast(e) females of the plot: Bertha, the 

uncivilized west Indian, and Celine, the salacious French 



woman, as Rochester assures Jane that her English 

propriety will save her from these women's kept status. 

Such assurances, Poovey, however, insists do not fool the 

astute and egalitarian Jane, who sees an illicit union 

with the man she loves as nothing better than the liminal 

state of her predecessors (Poovey 126-155). 

In his 1869 essay on the subjection of women, John 

Stuart Mill wrote that, "There remain no legal slaves 

except the mistress of every house" (Mill 217). Many 

twentieth century feminists would acknowledge the 

correctness of Mill's much debated stance. In The Origin 

of the Family Property and the state, Frederick Engels' 

extensively analyzed and discussed argument is that the 

first oppression is that of the female by the male, and 

that within the family the husband takes on the role of 

the bourgeois while the wife acts out the part of the 

proletariat (Engels 58-66). Levi-strauss in his section 

on "The Family" in Man, Culture and society states, "The 

sexual division of labor is nothing else than a device to 

institute a reciprocal state of dependence" (Levi-Strauss 

347-348). Commenting on Levi-strauss Gayle Rubin notes 

that such a division of labor is, under the "sex-gender 

system", part of an elaborate scheme of taboos instituted 

to blur the great natural similarities between the two 
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sexes and to artificially intensify the differences (Rubin 

173). 

In "The Traffic in Women," Rubin illustrates how 

Freud's "Narcissism of small differences" has been used to 

otherize woman with the help of such apparatuses as the 

sexual division of labor, the suppression of natural 

similarities between the sexes in favor of a system of 

marked feminine and masculine traits, and through the 

engendering of institutionalized heterosexuality. 

Positing psychoanalysis as a system through which 

originally androgynous children are genderized, Rubin 

calls Freud's theories an arrangement through which 

certain humans are brainwashed into accepting their own 

devaluation (Rubin 178-181). 

One might well apply Rubin's paradigm to the 

enculturation of young women into victorian servitude and 

their own degraded status. In order to construct the 

servant as other, class morphology insisted on a set of 

contradictory behaviors. Maids in bourgeois households 

were to behave in a lady-like manner, yet they were never 

to be true ladies. This is why Jo, the street urchin of 

Dickens' Bleak House, is not fooled by Lady Dedlock's 

servant disguise, but quite readily recognizes her as the 

real thing. It is her manners, as well as her rings, that 
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disclose her identity, even to the unsophisticated Jo. 

servants were instructed to conform their language use to 

middle-class register and pronunciation. The thin line 

between kitchen speech and parloreze often bordered the 

ridiculous. It was correct to say "bread and cheese" not 

"cheese and bread." "Half six o'clock" was to be avoided 

and substituted with "Half past five." Maids were to dress 

neatly and cleanly but always in the manner that instantly 

reflected their true station in life. 6 Their eventual 

marriage to a man of their "own class" was presumably 

looked upon with favor by a benign gentility, yet meeting 

such a man was next to impossible, as the victorian 

household guarded itself against the visits of "followers" 

(Huggett 68-70). In the ultimate patriarchal gesture, 

maids were re-christened to names which appeared more 

suitable for domestics; "Mary" or "Jane" were in late 

nineteenth century England considered the most properly 

generic servant names (Dawes 29). All these rites of 

etiquette had been installed so as to permit the bourgeois 

woman the domestic apartheid of her momentarily de

servantized status, a position which indeed quickly 

vanished as emigration to the colonies, the rise of 

commercial bakeries, the popularity of restaurants, labor

saving devices, and the enormous social changes in the 



wake of the two world wars brought domestic service as 

well as "the servant problem" to its conclusion (Dawes 

150-152). One of the most obvious signs of the inter

meshing of the woman and servant positions could be 

observed in t.he advertisements of household products. 

until around 1905 the advertisements for such products 

showed the excited maid holding up ~ can of the latest 

cleansing product. Soon afterwards, however, the 

advertisers started their appeal to all women, in their 

"natural" housewife calling (E.S. Turner 250). Perhaps 

the best remembered of these commercials is the now, in 

feminist circles, infamous, yet in its own time most 

winning, "ring around the collar" advertisement for 

detergent. It was still viewed on television in the 

United states in the seventies. It successfully appealed 

to the guilt and shame of the housewife who might have 

sent her man off to work with a dirty shirt collar. The 

assumed difference between mistress and maid had 

collapsed. 

36 

In her analysis of the cult of true womanhood, 

Barbara Welter refers to the countless stories of happily 

servantized wives published in Godey's. In these domestic 

tragedies, some written by such literary lights as Harriet 

Beecher Stowe and Louisa May Alcott, young women learn the 
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lesson that cooking a roast to feed her hungry man far 

outweighs the skill of painting on China. Pampered 

beauties learn how to make lump less gravies and proclaim 

their joy in doing so, as they dry their hands on the dish 

towel (Welter 167). 

In strangers to ourselves, Julia Kristeva writes 

about recognizing the foreigner within oneself. Living 

with the foreigner opens up the fearful possibility that 

you may become and be that stranger (Kristeva 1991, 188-

189). In my study of the Victorian female servant, I hope 

to re-personalize an aspect of such an outsider. 

"Pas Devant La Bonne Cherie,,7 

A swinging green baize door separates the servants 

quarters from the abodes of the gentry in the victorian 

home. On one side of the door is the graciously 

cultivated parlor with its doilies and knickknacks, its 

flounces, pictures, cushions, and overstuffed furniture. 

On the other side of the door, are the crowded servant 

quarters--windowless, bare, cold, and often damp. In 

these small attic rooms two maids often share one bed. 

Sometimes, the narrow rooms are furnished with two ship 

bunks against opposing walls. One person barely has room 
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enough to dress in the narrow space between the bunks. 

(E.S. Turner 251). The mistress of the house seldom 

enters these quarters behind the green baize door. Her 

maid, on the other hand, constantly traverses the 

borderlands and is a seasoned liminal traveller between 

the realms of decorously stylized propriety and harshly 

unadorned privation; between citified, bourgeois prudery 

and countrified, lower-class, earthy debauchery. It is 

behind the green baize door that covered chamber pots are 

hurriedly carried down the back stairs, scoured, and wiped 

so that the stench may not offend those who produced it 

(Huggett 81). It is also behind this green door that the 

bourgeois child may experience those first and fumbling 

sensual encounters. 

As one Victorian school boy, during a holiday, wrote 

his friend: "I've had fine times with my mother's maid. 

She's a ripping girl! She helps me to dress and so on, as 

my mother won't get a man-servant for me yet, thinking the 

maid can do all I want. I don't mind a bit, as you may 

suppose" (Huggett 121). 

The growth of the servant class in the Victorian era 

came about because a large group of unemployed agrarians, 

among them the women spinners, having been displaced by 

the industrial revolution and the spinning jenny, migrated 
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to the urban areas in search of work. 8 In 1891 there were 

1,386,167 female servants in England and Wales (Dawes 9). 

Some of these were toiling as maids of all work, employed 

in households where those who engaged them had, 

themselves, just barely emerged from poverty. These 

"slaveys" or "trotters,"as they were called, scarcely out 

of childhood, were overworked and lonely. Most of them 

were country girls who had left the accustomed spaces of 

childhood, as well as family and friends, behind. As 

maids of all work, their social life was forfeited in the 

never-ending drudgery between the tradesmen who knocked on 

the back-door and the visitors who entered through the 

front. In the eyes of their employers, these country 

girls were mainly deficient, labor saving devices (Huggett 

106). However, as Sherry Ortner and Luce Irigaray, among 

others, have pointed out, women in general (and in this 

case female servants in particular) cannot be seen merely 

as utilitarian objects or signs of exchange between men. 

Women are, after all, fully functioning human beings 

within the male world (Ortner 67-87, Irigaray 170-179). 

So, too, the female servant, in addition to her laboring 

potential, was also a participant in the weave of the 

bourgeois social pattern. It was, therefore, important 

for the smoothly functioning socio-cultural networks to 
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have her willingly accept her own devaluation. with this 

aim in mind, victorian society worked assiduously for the 

enculturation of servant denigration and for the 

acceptance of the servant class of their "naturally 

inferior" position within the great and divine scheme of 

things 9 (Dawes 46). Dawes tells us that "Exhort servants 

to be obedient unto their masters, and to please them well 

in all things" (Titus ii9) was a frequently quoted 

biblical injunction (48). Servant women worked in the 

elaborate homes of the mercantile bourgeois, where they 

cooked, cleaned, raised children, endured abuse, comforted 

the dying, and served as signs of their employers' social 

status. A few very fortunate among them crossed the great 

social divide to enter the bourgeois class through 

"hypergamic marriages"--a phenomenon that Nancy Armstrong, 

in her discussion of Richardson's Pamela, defined as 

"marriage up"--which enables a female and her entire 

family to upward social mobility (Armstrong 131). Rare as 

such instances of class transition were, they nevertheless 

display the just possible fulfillment of a dream. They 

also demonstrate that in spite of the elaborate social 

program of enculturation to inferiority, women servants 

resisted the training for self-devaluation. 



41 

However, as one looks back on English social history, 

one indeed finds very few instances of hypergamy. Thomas 

Coutts, a banker, married Susanah Starkie, a servant, in 

1763 and Samuel Horsley, Bishop of Asaph, took Sarah 

Wright, a servant, as his second wife in 1777 (Huggett 

117). The secret courtship and marriage of Arthur Munby, 

a barrister, to Hanna cullwick, a servant, as revealed 

through Munby's diaries, has been extensively written 

about. 10 

For the majority of the victorian maids, however, 

hypergamy was just the fluff of romantic daydreams. Day 

to day life was an endless chain of drudgery and yet one 

was lucky to have work at all. writing in One Pair of 

Hands about her eighteen month stint as a maid and cook to 

upper-crust British households, Monica Dickens, the great 

granddaughter of Charles Dickens, who himself was the 

grandson of servants, gives an accurate and uproariously 

funny account of the mind-numbing and back-breaking nature 

of such drudgery. In spite of the presence of indoor 

plumbing and vacuum cleaners, not available in the time of 

her great grandfather, the recurring theme of Monica 

Dickens' account is the exhaustion she endured together 

with liberal doses of snobbery and class consciousness-

and this in 1939. In the late nineteenth century female 
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servants both in upper and middle class households worked 

harder for smaller compensation than did their male 

counterparts. In his extensive treatise on servants, What 

the Butler Saw, E.S. Turner tells us that the perfectly 

matched footmen where often hired for decorative function 

rather than for pragmatic use, since it was assumed that 

the real work would be carried out by female servants. 

Male servants were paid considerably higher wages than 

female servants, even though female retainers certainly 

worked a great deal harder (E.S. Turner 28). In 1888 The 

Duke of Richmond paid his valet 60 pounds a year, while 

the lady's maid of the same household received 26 pounds 

(Huggett 41). A male servant, who eventually became a 

book-seller in Hampstead, confessed he had a great deal of 

leisure during his period of employment, and that during 

this time he had been able to improve his knowledge. 

Through proper management, he could also save money (42). 

Male retainers were status symbols for their employers, 

and were rarely used as indoor servants in victorian homes 

(57). In the rigid downstairs stratifications among 

Victorian servants, the men seem to have expected a 

measure of pandering. 

By 1900 most bourgeois families had replaced the 

expensive butler with a more efficient and cheaper parlor 
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maid (E.S. Turner 57). Writing in 1867 about "Old and New 

Servants" in All the Year Round, Charles Dickens 

anticipates this trend by favoring the parlor maid, who, 

he says, gives far better service than the frequently 

tipsy butler, who was kept there mainly for the sake of 

appearance (Horn 26). 

A great number of female victorian servants might 

well have found themselves without work and references and 

faced only with the choice between workhouse or 

prostitution. II Others, more fortunate among them, spent 

some years "in service," accumulated a small nest egg, and 

were able to return to their villages to marry the boy 

they had left behind (Dawes 40-41). 

Nevertheless, in spite of the elaborate system of 

enculturation meant to indoctrinate servants into the 

acceptance of their own devaluation, I believe that it was 

possible for the servant-woman to continue dreaming of the 

"gentleman" who would turn her into a "lady." In spite of 

the elaborate psycho-social, sartorial, and linguistic 

registers that defined a "true lady," the non-working 

bourgeois woman, totally dependent on her husband for her 

station in life, actually functioned in a sphere that 

overlapped and was analogous to the servant position. As 

we noted in the work of Mary Poovey, servants such as 



governesses and ladies' maids--women who mastered the 

markers and registers of their employers--were frequently 

perceived as menacing. In their borderline positionality 

they became the polluting anomalous other--caught between 

categories, they are in Mary Douglas' terms phobia 

inducing because of their contradictory placement. 
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The bourgeois class lived in incessant fear that the 

servants would infect them or their children with physical 

disease through lack of personal hygiene. Who knew what 

the servant's hands might have touched before she combed 

madam's hair or stirred the soup. contagion could easily 

travel from the ubiquitous chamber pots, through the 

noisome kitchen to the dining room (Huggett 68). 

Pollution from servants was a constant risk in the 

domestic\cultural landscape of the Victorians. The fear 

of defilement from servants was so great that Servants' 

Magazine of 1869 published an article admonishing the 

exhausted servant girl not to forget to wash her feet and 

arm pits (Huggett 68). This was, after all, as Hugget 

notes, the time of no disposable sanitary napkins, 

infrequent bathing, and very inefficient drainage (69). 

The very state of servitude, because of its humbling and 

demeaning social placement seemed a province of defilement 



and indignity. After her eighteen months of servant work 

Monica Dickens writes: 

"I was haunted by the thought that the 
smell of the kitchen still hung about me, 
as if domestic service were loth to let 
me go from its clutches. At last I began 
to feel a bit more pure, and I rose from 
bed and bath a new woman" (219). 

The germ theory of disease, an outcome of Louis 

45 

Pasteur's research in germ fermentation, was not generally 

adhered to until the 1890's, but the idea of contagion 

conceived as a "chemical miasma" was widely accepted in 

the early nineteenth century (Winslow 17). Writing about 

the fear of contamination from the lower classes, Barbara 

Ehrenreich and Deirdre English tell us that the germ 

theory of disease provided an even stronger basis for 

bourgeois fears about contagion from servants. "Wherever 

working-class women or their products entered the home 

could germs be far behind?" they ask; "if anyone in the 

family got sick, you naturally suspected the servants" 

(Ehrenreich and English 57). 

Ehrenreich and English drive their point home with 

the well known account of "Typhoid Mary," the Irish cook 

who, although she herself was completely healthy, was 

accused of being a carrier who had caused fifty-two 

typhoid cases in the homes of her wealthy employers. Mary 

Mallon was kept irlcarcerated for three years on a solitary 



island on the East River (58). Although Ehrenreich and 

English concede that Mary Mallon may well have been a 

carrier, they see her as a symbol of the "sickening," 

contaminating, and poisoning qualities with which the 

lower-class servants were labelled (59). 
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Equally frightening as the notion of bodily contagion 

was the anxiety of social contamination--the possible 

infecting intrusion of faulty speech, lower-class manners 

and "indecent language" that the children might copy from 

the servants. Who knew just what the servant might have 

said to the children or the trades people? Who knew what 

she might have overheard or seen at the key hole? (Huggett 

68.) Yet there was simply no way to live the bourgeois 

life without servants. No affluent Victorian horne with 

its rigorously prescribed rituals of after-noon teas, "at 

homes," card-leavings, dressing for dinner, intricate 

furnishing, elaborate meals, and lack of labor saving 

devices could possibly function without them, and their 

existence has been recorded in the literature of the time. 

Literature is, without a doubt, anchored in its social 

setting, but it is never just an accurate transcript of 

whatever passes as reality. ThUS, while historically 

cross-class marriages were extremely rare, they fared 

better in the more democratically inclined and erotically 
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charged socio-structural arrangements of fiction. 

Richardson's Pamela marries her reformed Mr. B. Becky 

Sharp, the shrewd little governess of Thackeray's vanity 

~, becomes the wife of Rawdon Crawley, an aristocrat. 

Charles Dickens' most aggressively self-abnegating 

servant, Esther Summerson, an illegitimate child, does so 

well as Mr. Jarndyce's house-keeper that she is asked to 

become the mistress of Bleak House. Clara Copperfield, as 

young nursery governess, finds herself a widow soon after 

her marriage to a gentleman. The annuity she inherits 

from her husband provides a life of genteel widowhood that 

assures her son of his rightful bourgeois position. Jane 

Eyre's readers are directly addressed so as not to miss 

out on the announcement of her union with her subdued 

master. Susan Nipper of Dombey and Son is promoted to 

Mrs. Toots. Rose, lady Dedlock's favorite in Dickens' 

Bleak House, is removed from her position as lady's maid 

to marry the son of a nouveau riche and successfully 

social-climbing ironmaster. And the Marchioness of 

Dickens' The Old Curiosity Shop, who surely rates as one 

of the victorian novel's oppressed slaveys, is 

pygmalionized into Richard Swiveller's good-natured, 

affectionate, and provident wife. n 
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Hypergamy, even in the present day, functions as a 

social promoter of women--not of men. Women, as 

auxiliaries to patriarchy's fraternal union, may become 

elevated in status as they are incorporated into the 

identity of a man. It appears to be more threatening to 

permit marriage up for men as such a practice may threaten 

the patronymic and the male line of succession. Julia 

Kristeva has observed that even in the rigid Indian caste 

system where membership within the group must be passed on 

to a child by both parents the possibility of hypergamic 

mobility does exist for women but not for men. Drawing on 

Dumont, Kristeva notes that 

certain cases of hypergamy (the 
possibility for the daughter to marry 
into a family superior to her own without 
affecting the status of her children or 
excluding endogamy), while they may 
amount to a promotion for the woman, are 
valid only for her, since marriage is of 
no account for the husband. That very 
particular search for a father having a 
higher status is interpreted as 
maintaining "matrilineal filiation in a 
patrilineal environment." (Kristeva 1982, 
80) 

Richardson's Pamela adumbrates patriarchy's position 

on hypergamy in the conversation between Lady Danvers and 

the post-nuptial Mr. B. Lady Danvers, who has just 

discovered that her brother has married their mother's 

serving maid, indignantly inquires how he would feel had 



she chosen to enter into matrimony with their father's 

groom. "'Where can the difference be,'" she asks 

"'between a beggar's son married by a lady, or a beggar's 

daughter made a gentleman's wife?'" Her brother quickly 

enough provides the socially appropriate answer: 

"Then I tell you," replied he; "the 
difference is, a man ennobles the woman 
he take, be she who she will; and adopts 
her into his own rank, be it what it 
will: but a woman, though ever so nobly 
born, debases herself by a mean marriage, 
and descends from her own rank, to that 
of him she stoops to marry. When the 
royal family of stuart allied itself into 
the low family of Hyde ••• did anybody 
scruple to call the lady Royal Highness, 
or Duchess of York? And did anybody think 
her daughters less royal for the 
inequality between her father and mother? 
When the broken-fortuned peer goes to the 
city to marry a rich tradesman's 
daughter, be he duke or earl, does not 
his consort immediately become ennobled 
by his choice?" (441) 

In her discussion of Pamela, Nancy Armstrong posits 

Pamela's successful domestication of Mr. B.'s sexuality 

as Richardson's re-direction of feminine selfhood. In 

Armstrong's view, Pamela's insistence on safeguarding her 

49 

sexual virtue places a spoke in the wheel of the 

patriarchal market exchange of women. By insisting on the 

right to control over her own body, Pamela, in Armstrong's 

view, represents a psycho-sexual female SUbjectivity 

rather than a political one. The "naturally" accepted 



posture for the female servant would have been to submit 

to the conventional droit de seigneur. Pamela's 

strategies of resistance follow all the markers of 

patriarchally prescribed female virtue. Nevertheless, as 

Armstrong interprets Pamela's resistance, the refusal to 

submit signals the beginning of an autonomous female 

specificity (Armstrong 108-134). 

Pamela does indeed make her commitment to virtue a 

deeply personal one, but at the same time she also places 

wife-hood firmly under the banner of servitude. Pamela 

enters the gentry in spite of the fact that she does not 

belong to a socially appropriate family. Instead, she 

purchases position through her physical allure, her 

patriarchally prescribed virtue, her implied pledge of 

unquestioned fidelity, and the understood promise of a 

lifetime devoted to matrimonial servitude. Once Mr. B. 

has proposed marriage, absorbing Pamela into his name and 

his identity, he can glory in her beauty, take pride in 

her virtue, her epistolary powers, and her complete 

surrender to his overlordship. Few upper-class women, it 

seems to me, would plummet to such absolute submission as 

does Pamela. She declares Mr. B. "but a second hand God" 

(515), and says that once she has fulfilled the 

socializing duties demanded of a wife, she "may make 
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myself a little useful to the household of my Mr. B. or 

else I shall be an unprofitable servant indeed" (515). 

"He shall always be my master," she proclaims, "and I 

shall think myself more and more his servant" (337). 
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Indeed, the properly trained servant, as Mr. B. 

reiterates to his envious neighbors, is the ideal 

candidate for a perfect wife. Mr. B.'s philosophy is 

highlighted by Barbara Welter in her perceptive essay "The 

Cult of True Womanhood: 1820 - 1860." Through her study of 

the popular literature of the time Welter extrapolates 

piety, purity, submissiveness, and domesticity as the 

primary qualities of the ideal woman (152). Might not a 

properly enculturated servant be more likely to possess 

such attributes than the spoiled daughter of the 

bourgeois? 

While Pamela's servanthood represents the 

enculturation to the domestic ideal, other Victorian 

servants cross gender and class boundaries to assert a 

certain female autonomy. This is what happens when Susan 

Nipper, the saucy maid of Dickens' Dombey and Son talks 

back to the forbidding Mr. Dombey and when the 

Marchioness of The Old Curiosity Shop, who, through the 

information she has obtained by peeking through key-holes, 

is able to help in arranging a plot against her employers. 
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Gender boundaries also collapse when Miss Pross, Lucy's 

fiercely maternal servant in The Tale of Two Cities, is 

mistaken for a man by Mr. Lorry, a most trustworthy 

narrator. I will deal with these multireferential 

networks of psycho-social meaning later, in chapter three, 

on servants in Dickens. 

As the preparer of nourishment, the servant is the 

pleasant provider of sustenance. At the same time she is 

the threatening outsider who may also be suspected of 

poisoning the food and of bringing in contagion. Food, 

Mary Douglas tells us, becomes appropriated and part of 

the eater's body. Cooking the food for the family, thus, 

in a curious sense, becomes a process of pre-digestion. 

The eater and the food preparer become, through the action 

of ingestion, united--a dangerous erasure of class 

demarcations (Douglas 126). The cook is the one accused 

of causing the master's indigestion, and the maid is 

accused of stealing the silver and teaching the children 

forbidden words and forbidden carnal knowledge. In her 

white apron and starched cap, the victorian servant may 

provide just the right dash of appropriate social drama in 

the drawing room, but if she chooses to burn the roast or 

show insubordination, she will have contributed the 



dreaded embarrassment that her mistress, at all costs, 

wishes to avoid. 
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The maid's mysterious and ambiguously polluting 

nature is still with us in twentieth century literature 

and can be seen, for example, in Philip Roth's Eortnoy's 

complaint: when Mrs. Portnoy runs scalding water over the 

plate from which her colored maid has just eaten, "alone 

like a leper" (Roth 13). Or in Toni Morrison's Song of 

Solomon, where the slightly uppity manners of Corinthians 

Dead, the maid, give Miss Graham, the poetess, "the 

foreign air she likes to affect" in her home (Morrison 

190). Or, in Margaret Atwood's futuristic horror world of 

The Handmaid's Tale, where the handmaiden functions both 

as sexual object for the master and rented womb for the 

mistress. The civilized household cannot run properly 

without her. For there must surely be tea and scones in 

the afternoon. Yet if one can one ought to try to keep 

one's private life away from her curious eyes and 

polluting thoughts. One must do one's best with this, 

though, no doubt, she is listening at the door--"Pas 

devant 1a bonne, Cherie." 
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Notes 

I. The good Victorian servant was indeed trained to 
function as invisibly as possible. servants were taught 
never to raise their eyes to boldly meet those of the 
mistress or master. They were not to walk in the garden 
unless they had obtained special permission. They were to 
move about the house silently. They were never to address 
their employers directly unless to deliver a message. 
They were not to talk to other servants or to children in 
the house passages. If the master or mistress were 
present and something urgent had to be said it was to be 
done as quietly as possible. When meeting gentry, 
servants were to stand aside and allow their betters to 
pass ( Dawes 28-29). 

2. It is interesting to note that the image of woman has 
often been made dog-like in the nineteenth century novel. 
In Adam Bede by George Eliot, for example, the Bede 
brothers display a great deal more consideration for their 
dog than they do for their mother. The narrator of the 
text comments, "We are apt to be kinder to the brutes that 
love us than to the women that love us." Bartley Masey, 
the school master, treats his dog, Vixen, as a female 
house-keeper and berates her accordingly. "If I'd known 
Vixen was a woman, I'd never have held the boys from 
drowning her; but when I'd got her into my hand, I was 
forced to take her. And now you see what she's brought me 
to--the sly hypocritical wench"(Eliot 248). 

3. An unconsciously ironic twist on the wife as slave 
paradigm occurs in Harriet Beecher stowe's Uncle Tom's 
Cabin. A group of slaves, including George and Eliza 
Harris and their infant son Harry, make their escape to 
Canada. Soon after gaining his freedom, George Harris 
declares his gratitude over the "blessing it is for a man 
to feel that his wife and child belong to him" (185). 

4. Thus, the expression "rule of thumb." 

5. Men, of course, also worked as servants, but as Pateman 
points out, should they marry they would be masters in 
their own homes (Pateman 142). If and when men do become 
subjected to servitude they too are left out of, what 
Pateman understands to be, the fraternal social contract. 
Male servitude, however, is an aberration of the moment 



not a natural state, as it appears to be for women 
(Pateman 141). 

Pateman argues that 

Women are subordinated to men in a 
different way than men are subordinated 
to other men. Women have not been 
incorporated into the patriarchal 
structure of capitalist employment as 
"workers"; they have been incorporated as 
women; and how can it be otherwise when 
women are not, and cannot be men? The 
sexual contract is an integral part of 
civil society and the employment 
contract; sexual domination structures 
the workplace as well as the conjugal 
home. To be sure, men are also 
subordinates as workers--but to see the 
worker as no more than a wage slave fails 
to capture a vital dimension of his 
position in civil society; he is that 
curiosity, an unfree master. 

When contemporary feminists compare 
wives with workers they assume that the 
worker is, at the same time, both a 
subordinate and a master. The worker who 
is a subordinate to the employer is also 
a master at home. (142) 
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6. Clothing as social marker can be seen, for example, in 
Richardson's Pamela. Pamela, who has been dressing in her 
lady's hand-me-downs, decides that she cannot possibly 
return to her village in such elegance. She proceeds to 
sew a more suitable outfit for herself, and in this 
humbled state, charms her master to distraction. Pamela 
has specularized herself into an erotic attraction of 
servant humility. 

Speaking of the aspect of dress as social marker, 
Kaja Silverman in the Acoustic Mirror has explained that 
the twentieth century democratization of male clothing 
into the serious business suit, has created a new link in 
the male fraternal union and specularized the female as 
the frivolous dress-up doll (Silverman 24-25). 

7. This French expression (not in front of the servant, 
dear) was a familiar warning among family members not to 



reveal secrets. Monica Dickens in her One Pair of Hands 
makes facetious use of the cliche. 

B. The female name, "Jenny," for this labor saving device 
appears significant to the theme of this project. 
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9. A literary example, par excellence, of how the well
behaved, clever servant knows his place and finds 
democratic egalitarianism to be pure nonsense is recorded 
in Sir James Barrie's 1919 play The Admirable Chrichton. 
Chrichton, the butler, a thorough-going conservative 
disapproves of the liberal condescension shown by his 
master, Lord Loam. When the family is stranded on a 
island, Chrichton, as "naturally superior," takes over as 
leader. On the family's return to society, "normal" 
social order is restored and the admirable Chrichton 
uncomplainingly resumes his properly enculturated place in 
the social landscape. For a discussion of women both as 
persons and as objects and/or signs of exchange see, 
Sherry Ortner, "Is Male to Female as Nature is to culture" 
in Woman Culture and Society, eds. Michelle Zimbalist 
Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere (Standford, California: 
stanford University Press, 1974) 67-87 and Luce Irigaray, 
This Sex Which Is Not One, trans. Catherine Porter with 
Carolyn Burke, (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University 
Press, 1985) 170-197. 

10. Arthur Munby was an eccentric lawyer, poet and civil 
servant who secretly married his servant. The marriage 
was revealed only after his death, and when the story of 
it was published in The Daily Mirror in 1901 it created a 
sensation. Munby's diaries reveal him as an exceptionallY 
sensitive person with a highly charged libidinality. 

Writing in his diary about a visit to an upper-class 
woman who was interested in marrying him, Munby records 
his fascination with the lady's servant, 

Gentle and beautiful in face as they-
[the upper class ladies] and her name 
Laura--why should she have a life so 
different? Why should those imperious 
misses order her about so? •• This girl's 
large eyes have glanced at me furtively 
before: and tonight, as the young ladies 
crowd to the hall door and I am helping 
grandmamma to her carriage, Laura, 
waiting in the background, says low "Let 
me carry your bag, Sir"--and I give it 
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her: and in the dusk outside she holds 
the carriage door open for me--and as she 
closes it and gives me the bag somehow 
her thick broad hand comes more than once 
in contact with mine and does not 
retreat. (Hudson 83) 

Munby's diaries together with those of his servant
wife, Hanna cu11wick, have been edited and annotated in 
Munby by Derek Hudson (London: John Murray Publishers, 
1972). 

11. Eighty thousand prostitutes in London in 1867 were 
former servants (Dawes 40). One of the better known scams 
of the Victorian age shows a recruitment agency for 
brothels in London run by former detectives. These 
scoundrels not only succeeded in waylaying young country 
girls on their way to service occupations, but also 
managed to swindle unsuspecting mistresses, by presenting 
them with respectable looking bogus candidates for 
potential maid positions in their homes. These servants 
somehow never showed up after the agency had been paid a 
hiring fee by the unsuspecting potential mistress (Huggett 
124). 

Other pedantic or demanding mistresses refused to 
give a dismissed maid the coveted "character," forcing the 
discharged girl into the only occupation available 
(Huggett 124). There were evidently also servants who 
moonlighted, increasing their meager wages with a bit of 
sideline harlotry. William Tate in Magdalenism tells of a 
victorian gentleman who was surprised to see his children 
waiting down stairs in his favorite brothel. On 
inquiring, he discovered that the family nursemaid was 
ensconced with a gentleman in one of the upstairs bedrooms 
(Huggett 123). There were also the "dollymops," servant 
girls who prostituted themselves merely for a bit of 
excitement. They could be picked up in parks or dancing 
halls, and were easily recognized through their 
provocative smiles and come-on appearance (Huggett 121). 

12. Such class crossing may, of course, stem from authorial 
ambitions. Many of the greats of victorian Literature 
came from working class or lower-rung gentility. Many 
wrote because they were in need of money. Money became a 
great--albeit superficial--opener of class doors. In 
Thackeray's Vanity Fair, Miss Schwartz, a compendium of 
otherness (She is Negroid, Jewish, warmheartedly foolish, 



and decidedly unpretty), nevertheless has no trouble 
gaining suitors due to her position as a wealthy heiress. 

Samuel Richardson was a printer; William Thackeray, 
of bourgeois Anglo-Indian family, was in dire need of 
money. Charles Dickens' father was the son of servants. 
Charlotte Bronte worked as a governess. 
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CHAPTER II 

BETWEEN THE WORLD AND "MATREM NUPAM" 

SERVANTS IN THE FREUDIAN CANON 

"My second mother, my first wife 
The Angel of My Infant Life." 

Robert Louis Stevenson in "A Chi ld ' s 
Garden of Verses." 

"She is everywhere, in all Freud's 
analyses. The servant girl is a 
character who is just beginning to 
disappear from analyses. And she is 
always on the side of eroticism." 

Catherine Clement in The Newl~ Born 
Woman. 

"It seems to be my fate to discover only 
the obvious: that children have sexual 
feelings, which every nursemaid knows; 
and that night dreams are just as much a 
wishfulfilment as day dreams." 

Sigmund Freud in a conversation with 
Ernest Jones in The Life and Work of 
Sigmund Freud. 

"It is well known that unscrupulous 
nurses put crying children to sleep by 
stroking their genitals." 

Sigmund Freud in "Infantile Sexuality." 
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A Little Jewish Prince 

He was Amelie Freud's first-born son, her "goldener 

Sigi." Like his favorite Dickensian hero, David 

Copperfield, he was born with a caul, a sign of future 

luck and happiness. In the Freud family, his special 

standing was incontestable. He was the only one of the 

seven Freud children with a room to himself and an oil 

lamp. His brothers and sisters used only candles. When 

his sister's practice at the piano interfered with his 

studies, the piano was sold. When he was eleven years 

old, a stranger predicted that he would some day become a 

government minister. Performing brilliantly on entrance 

examinations, he began his studies at the Gymnasium a year 

earlier than the customary age. At the age of seventeen 

he graduated Summa Cum Laude. He had a photographic 

memory and a gift for languages. He studied, and to 

various degrees mastered, Greek, Latin, French, English, 

Italian, and Spanish (Jones 3-13). 

During his entire childhood young Sigmund Freud was 

well aware of being his mother's favorite. Later in life 

he was to write: "A man who has been the undisputable 

favorite of his mother keeps for life the feeling of a 

conqueror, that confidence of success that often induces 
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real success" (Jones 1961, 6). Only later in life, when 

the neurologist had turned psychoanalyst, did he notice 

that his sense of reigning as champion victor-hero, a 

consciousness which indeed helped him to face barrages of 

hostile criticism and stone walls of rejection, might not 

have been the work of one single woman, but rather the 

shaping principle adumbrated by two mothers. One of these 

was Amelie Nathansohn-Freud, his birth-mother, the "matrem 

nudam" he happened to see naked when he was around three 

years old (Jones 7). The other was an ugly, clever, old 

Czech woman, who taught him another language and bathed 

him in the reddish water, tinted and tainted by her 

menstrual blood (Swan 38). She, he was later to say, had 

been the originator "urheberis" of all his neuroses as 

well as the first woman to arouse his sexuality (Jones 

39). She was also the woman who, when he was still at a 

very tender age, gave him "the means of living and going 

on living" (S.E. 1, 262). She was the surrogate mother 

who opened windows for him onto a world outside of the 

bourgeois Jewish familial. 

We can assume that in the Freud menage, as in most 

bourgeois households of the fin de siecle, it was the 

nursemaid, rather than the mother, who performed most of 

the menial functions connected with the care of infants 
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and young children. It was the nursemaid, as Lenore 

Davidoff has pointed out, who took the children for 

outings, washed them, dressed, fed them, diapered them, 

toilet-trained them, praised them and punished them. In 

the eyes of the vulnerable child, she was the presiding 

and powerful figure of the nursery world, but, as Davidoff 

notes, her power was only "derived." She and the child 

were underlings together and could both be rewarded or 

penalized by a powerful and more distant authority--the 

parent-employer (Davidoff 94). The maid stood as a 

liminal presence between child subculture and adult 

society. Perhaps it was this conspiratorial togetherness 

which made the lower-class maid such a symbol of redolent 

sensuality for the bourgeois child. 

contrary to the childhood prediction, Sigmund Freud 

never became a cabinet minister, but he did transform the 

entire climate of attitudes toward virtue and rectitude in 

western culture. He gave the world a new rhetoric and a 

fresh sense of possibility. He attempted, and many say 

succeeded, to decipher the riddle of the Sphinx. He tied 

civilization to a cultural\filial guilt about the original 

murder of the great father. He showed that falling in 

love with mother is a universal milestone, and perhaps he 

also revealed how Jocasta may pose as the hired help. 



63 

The Servant Problem and the Jewish Question 

Freud's aversion to anything connected to religion is 

well known. Jewish holidays were never observed in Jakob 

and Amelie Freud's home (M. Freud, 11). sigmund Freud 

considered the observances of orthodox Judaism, as that of 

all other religions, ridiculous superstitions. He 

submitted to a Jewish wedding ceremony only under the 

duress of legality. He insisted that his wife abandon the 

dietary laws and traditions she had practiced her entire 

life, and made himself despicable to his mother-in-law 

with his flagrant and egregious disrespect for every 

Jewish observance (Jones 85-103). He even forbade his 

precious new bride, Martha, the ritual of lighting Sabbath 

candles (Freeman and Stream 46). Sigmund Freud visited 

both Athens and Rome, finding part of his spiritual 

homeland in each of these cities, yet he never went to 

Jerusalem. This, in spite of the fact, that his good 

friend Arnold Zweig, with whom Freud corresponded, had 

settled there. To illustrate his central theories he 

chose the universal appeal of Shakespeare and Greek 

mythology rather than that of the Hebrew legends (Robert 

143-167). At the age of eighty, as a last act of 

defiance, in the very year Adolph Hitler invaded Poland, 



Sigmund Freud published a book which enraged the entire 

Jewish community--Moses and Monotheism. In this, his 

final published work, Freud writes the greatest of Jewish 

prophets out of Jewish peoplehood and accuses the Jews of 

Patricide (Bakan 162-168). 

And yet when Ernest Jones contemplates Freud's 

Jewishness he has this to say: 

He [Freud] felt himself Jewish to the 
core and it evidently meant a great deal 
to him. He had the common Jewish 
sensitiveness to the slightest hint of 
antisemitism and he made very few friends 
who were not Jews. (18) 

As one sifts through the ambivalences, ambiguities, 

and equivocations one grows conscious of just how complex 

and multitudinous Freud's feelings both about the spirit 

of psychoanalysis and the essence of Judaism were. While 

he might have considered himself entirely non-religious, 

he, nevertheless, appeared to possess a pronounced Jewish 

identity. In a 1926 letter to Jones, Freud humorously 

refers to some of his "private passions"--his belief in 

telepathy, his smoking and his Jewishness (Gay 148). For 
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twenty-four years, Freud was an active member of the B'nei 

B'rit (Sons of the Covenant) in Vienna, and he faithfully 

attended the meetings of this organnization every Tuesday 

(Robert 4). He referred to his own thinking patterns as 

kin to Talmudic contemplation (Robert 6). And, indeed, as 
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David Bakan points out, the free play of associations used 

in psychoanalysis bears astonishing resemblance to the 

"Jumping" and "Skipping" technique of thirteenth century 

Kabbala as promulgated by the Spanish-Jewish Kabbalist, 

Abraham Ben Samuel Abulafia (Bakan 75). Freud constantly 

used Jewish anecdotes to illustrate his theories, and 

When, on March 13, 1938, the Vienna Psychological Society 

had to dissolve itself and recommend that its members 

emigrate, Freud, the totally non-religious Jew, used the 

most poignant moment of post-temple Jewish history as an 

allegory for their predicament. He reminded his 

colleagues that they now stood in the shoes of the 

disciples of Rabbi Johanan Ben Zakai, the first century 

Jewish scholar, who on the destruction of the temple had 

created a portable Judaism. Ben Zakai had humbly 

requested from the Roman authorities the permission to 

start a very small school in Yavne, thus opening the door 

for the future of Rabbinic Judaism. 

"We are going to do the same," Freud told his fellow 

psychoanalysts. "We, after all, are all accustomed to our 

history and tradition, and some of us by our personal 

experience to being persecuted" (Robert 37). 

Peter Gay has argued that "As a stranger to the faith 

of his fathers and less than welcome in the culture that 



surrounded him, he [Freud] felt doubly alienated and saw 

himself a marginal man" (Gay 136). 
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Lenore Davidoff as well as Stallybrass and White have 

read and interpreted the cultural codes that classify 

women, servants, the poor, and those of colonized 

nationalities as representatives of a messy, polluting, 

and disorderly nature. The adult, white middle-class 

male, in such a taxonomy, stands for the reasoned, 

transcendent, and lofty values of culture (Davidoff 90). 

Sigmund Freud, so often represented as the starchy male 

patriarch, was nevertheless a Jew at a time when Jews had 

just barely been enfranchised. Although every ambitious 

Jewish boy indeed hoped to become a cabinet minister, Carl 

Jung still looked on the Jewish crowd in Vienna as "a 

medley of artists, decadents and mediocrities" (Jones 

254). In Freud's writings while the narrative voice 

speaks with patriarchal certitude, the unconscious voice 

writes itself out with the servants. For while Freud-the

father pontificates, Freud-the-Jew stands among the 

disenfranchised--the colonized, the women, and the 

servants. The servant, who stole the silver, the woman, 

who tempted Adam, the Jew, who is devil incarnate--these 

were then and perhaps still are potent objects for outlets 

of rage. 
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Many feminist critics, as will be seen on the 

following pages, have complained that Freud, while 

constantly displaying the early influence of the nursemaid 

in the oedipal story, in fact, wrote her out of its 

central narrative, either merging her with the mother, 

incorporating her to the household paraphernalia, or 

relegating her to the footnotes of the text.' According to 

Marthe Robert, however, sigmund Freud tended to explain 

the high by the low and to reduced lofty principles to 

operational instincts and strategies. "I have always 

lived on the ground floor and in the basement of- the 

building," Freud wrote to Ludwig Binswanger, when his 

friend tried to persuade him to add something more lofty 

and spiritual to his theories (Robert 140). Freud rather 

unambiguously identifies with the care-taking position 

when he, somewhat ironically, explains to Jones that his 

own most important discoveries, infant sexuality and the 

notion of dreams as wish fulfillments, are theories well 

known to any nursemaid (Jones 228). 

Commenting on Jane Gallop's interesting contention 

that Freud, during his treatment of Dora, was servantized, 

Janet Malcolm in her fine essay, "Reflections: J'appelle 

un chat un chat," notes that the analogy between 

psychoanalyst and maid is not just relevant to Dora but 
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underpins the entire structure of psychoanalysis (Malcolm 

311). Like the maid, the analyst is a paid parental 

stand-in. Getting too close to the patient, in Malcolm's 

terms, becomes a crossing of class lines. Malcolm points 

out that Freud's position as alternate medical man of the 

very pampered was not all that far removed from a service 

occupation. 2 At the house of the wealthy heiress Anna von 

Lieben, Freud was known as "the magician" and wasn't 

always given entry through the front door. When, twice a 

day, he visited the hysterical Frau Emmy von N. at her 

sanitarium, he gave her massages, chatted about what she 

had eaten, and took a decisively "nannie-like" interest in 

her welfare (Malcolm 311-312). 

Who is Nannie? 

Monica zajic, referred to by Ernest Jones as "an old 

and ugly Nannie" (Jones 1961, 6), was more likely a maid 

of all work. She may have accompanied the Freud family 

from Freiberg in Moravia to Vienna. The Freuds made the 

difficult move because textile manufacturing, in which 

Jakob Freud made his living, was being threatened by 

increased industrialization and because economic problems 

together with rising nationalism had brought about the 
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usual antisemitic scapegoating (Jones 1961, 6-7). It was 

a good time to move to a more cosmopolitan, more tolerant, 

and economically more promising setting. It probably 

seemed natural that the Czech family servant join them, 

and the Freuds doubtless had enough problems of their own 

without worrying much about the psychological well-being 

of the servant woman. It is, however, not difficult to 

imagine how isolated Monica Zajic must have been. Since 

the Freuds lived in a three bedroom apartment shared by 

eight people it is difficult to believe that there could 

have been space for other servants, and one can assume 

that the Czech maid was quite isolated. 3 since the Freuds 

were a German-speaking and German-enculturated family, 

Monica Zajic was divided from the family for whom she 

worked in Vienna by language, as well as by class, 

culture, and nationality. As Jim Swan tells it, Zajic was 

a working-class Czech bringing up a Jewish-German-Austrian 

child (Swan 36). Much like the mammies of the united 

states white southern plantations who so excelled at' 

propagating the cultural morphology of lilly-white 

ladyhood, so Zajic helped to enculturate a member into a 

class she, herself, was not part of. It seems only 

natural that she should grow very close to the little boy 

in her care. She taught little Sigmund how to speak Czech 



(Jones 6). Although he afterward forgot the language, it 

must have served as an intimate and perhaps even secret 

code between the nursemaid and her young charge. 

70 

Sigmund Freud had several memories of this first 

care-taker. Some of these recollections, extrapolated 

only through psychoanalysis, he labelled as "genuinely 

pre-historic memories," while others he later catalogued 

as "screen memories,,4(Jones 6). We learn from Ernest Jones 

that Zajic was an efficient and capable maid. She was 

strict with young Sigmund and insisted on habits of 

cleanliness. She evidently thought that the boy was very 

bright and let him know this. He was fond of her and gave 

her the pennies he had been given and had saved up. The 

memory of these "zehners," as we shall see, proved to be 

hermeneutically rich in his subsequent dream work. Monica 

Zajic was a devout Catholic and took young Sigmund with 

her to church on Sundays. When he returned home, he would 

preach to his presumably amused, secular Jewish family 

about the joys of heaven and the horrors of hell, about 

resurrection and redemption (Jones 7).5 Many commentators 

have inferred that Freud's lifelong distaste for all 

religious ritual dates back to these visits to church. 

Dr. Kenneth A. Grigg, however, in his perceptive essay, 

"All Roads Lead to Rome: The Role of the Nursemaid in 



Freud's Dreams," expands on such speculations. Grigg 

makes a convincing case that Freud's well known "Rome 

Neurosis"--the fear of setting foot in the Christian holy 

city, may have been based on the oedipal longings for his 

mother and an unconscious displacement of this love onto 

his Roman Catholic nursemaid (Grigg 109). 

Grigg structures his reading around one of the many 

dreams Freud had about Rome. The following one is of 

particular relevance: looking out from the train window 

over the Tiber River and the Ponte Sant'Angelo, the 

dreamer was disappointed in seeing a rural rather than an 

urban landscape. "There was a narrow stream of dark 

water; on one side of it were black cliffs and on the 

other meadows with big white flowers. I noticed a Herr 

Zucker ••• and determined to ask him the way to the city" 

(Freud 1900, 227). 

In Grigg's reading, the sweets of Herr Zucker's 

(Sugar's) name stand for sexual favors, the meadows for 

the vagina, the cliffs for the labia, the white flowers 

for a "defloration," and the Ponte Santi Angelo for 

Freud's wishfully bridging penis, reaching out to the 

promised land of the primal parent--the "matrem nudam" 

here displaced as the Roman Catholic nannie, whose weekly 

visits to church with her young charge irrevocably tied 
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her surrogate motherhood to the mother church and its holy 

city (Grigg 115). 

Grigg notes the background for his interpretation in 

the letters Freud wrote to Fliess. In this correspondence 

with his friend, Freud describes and interprets segments 

of dreams as well as pivotal insights in his process of 

self-analysis. On October 3, 1897, for example, Freud 

writes abou~ the "primary originator" of his neurosis, an 

"ugly, elderly but clever woman who told me a great deal 

about God and hell, and gave me a high opinion of my own 

capacities ••• and provided me at such an early age with the 

means of living and surviving" (Freud 1887-1902, 219-220). 

In the same letter, Freud speaks about traveling on a 

train from Leipzig to Vienna with his mother when he was 

two and a half years old. He remembers seeing his mother 

in the nude, "matrem nudam" and being libidinally aroused 

by her (219-220). What most readers find so engaging in 

this letter is Freud's escape behind a veil of Latin as he 

peeks at mama's delightful body. 

The very next day, on October 4, Freud continues to 

tell Fliess how the same old woman, his Czech nannie, 

introduced him to sexual matters and how she now appears 

in his dreams, chiding him for clumsiness, calling him a 

foolish little goat. Freud interprets such clumsiness 
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both as sexual inadequacy and as a reference to his 

present professional incompetence. He remembers how the 

nursemaid washed him in reddish water in which she 

previously had washed herself--"not very difficult to 

interpret," he parenthetically adds. He recalls how she 

had encouraged him to steal money for her and tells Fliess 

that, in his dream, he had seen this stolen money as funds 

meant for his wife, Martha's, housekeeping (200-221). 

When Freud later checks his own memories with those 

of his mother, he discovers that most of his recollections 

are correct. Amelie Freud makes only one amendment. The 

maid had stolen the money herself rather than asking her 

young charge to do her dirty work for her. sigmund's 

older half brother, Philip, had been sent to fetch the 

police and the Czech woman had been put in prison for ten 

months (221-222). 

Having pondered this information, Freud decides that 

in the dream he has identified himself with the old woman 

and become the actual thief of the zehners because he 

feels that he is overcharging his patients and being an 

inadequate healer--in other words, a poor servant in a 

service occupation. 6 Recalling another frequently 

recurring childhood dream, Freud again manages to conflate 

the figures of mother and nannie. In this dream, Freud, 
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the child, sobs helplessly because his mother has 

disappeared and he fears that she, just like his nannie, 

has vanished from his life. His older brother, Philip, 

opens cupboards and closets to demonstrate to the young 

dreamer that his mother has not, like the nannie, been 

"boxed in" (German slang for imprisoned), and as the 

dreaming child continues to wail, his mother, Amelie, this 

time fully dressed and very "slim and beautiful," enters 

through the door (222-223). Freud explains to his friend 

and confidante, Fliess, how the empty boxes not only 

proved that his mother was not imprisoned, but also that 

her womb was not occupied by a usurper of the privileged 

love of the first-born. Freud's sister, Anna, had 

recently been born (223), and one may well assume that the 

first-born favorite found one sibling at this moment in 

time quite enough. Amelie's "slim and beautiful" figure 

would, of course, also attest to her not being pregnant. 

A further complication connected to this dream is the 

recent birth and death of brother Julius (223), first 

usurper of sigmund's only-child prerogatives. No doubt, 

little Sigmund must have wished for the demise of Julius 

and, having had his wish realized, experienced the kind of 

guilt the dreaming child makes known through his piteous 

wailing. 



Two years later, Freud again writes Fliess about a 

dream in which mater and nannie converge. This time he 

finds the details too personal for publication, but 

interestingly, as Grigg explains, he does not use the 

words mutter or kinderfrau which he had previously 

employed, but rather applies a second German word for 

nursemaid, Amme, a phoneme much closer to Amelie, his 

mother's name (Grigg 112). 
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In a subsequent dream, Freud, the dreamer, is 

partially dressed and running up a staircase. A maid, 

whom he later conflates with his Czech nannie, appears at 

the top of the staircase and the dreamer is seized with 

emotions of shame or, as he also interprets them, erotic 

excitement (206-207). Here Freud stands at the edge of 

his discovery of the Oedipus Complex. He desires mother 

and finds her in his dreams both analogous to and split 

off from the punitive and chastising mother figure, 

personified by the Czech kinderfrau. The nannie has been 

safely boxed away, while mother, the erotic object, can be 

distantly adored and desired.? 

When in 1904 Freud finally does enter the holy city, 

and thus seems to fulfill a long delayed maternal 

conquest, he indeed, on his return to Austria, finds 

courage to attempt yet another penetration--that of the 
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inner circle, patriarchal, and tightly restrictive Vienese 

medical establishment. After his visit to Rome, Freud, 

for the first time, seeks influence from those who possess 

"maternal" authority--his socially prominent female 

patients. Both Frau Elsie Gomperz, wife of the Minister 

of Public Instruction, and Frau Marie Ferstel, wife of a 

well-known diplomat, espouse his cause. It is Frau 

Ferstel who, through her aunt Frau Ernestine Thorsch, the 

art collector, is finally able to sway the right hearts 

and pens of the antisemitic Viennese bureaucracy, and she 

is soon able to burst into Freud's office with a 

delighted, "Ich hab's gemacht!" (I've done it!) (Jones 

222). 

Freud was at last promoted to the coveted 

professorship which had several times been denied to him, 

and as a result, the quality of life in the Freud family 

certainly improved. Freud writes to Fliess that if he had 

known how to behave properly, he should have wangled 

things much earlier since he has certainly always known 

how life operates in Vienna. Evidently he first had to 

prove himself by being able to enter Rome.sln his last 

letter to Fliess, sigmund Freud writes: "Congratulations 

and bouquets are just now raining on me as if His Majesty 

had officially recognized the role of sexuality, the 
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council of Ministers had confirmed the importance of 

dreams, and the necessity of a psychoanalytic treatment of 

hysteria had been passed in Parliament with a two thirds 

majority" (222). 

Suddenly there was a great deal of respect shown the 

Freuds in Vienna. The children's ,standing in school 

improved and, best of all, Freud's practice grew more 

lucrative (222). Is it possible that his new ability to 

turn to maternal help from his most obliging and 

forthcoming female patients--stand in nannies--was the 

result of finally penetrating that first maternal figure-

the clever, ugly, Roman Catholic Nannie--in the shape of 

her holy ci ty?9 

The Case Of Dora--A Detective Story Of The Soul In 

Which The Servants Are The Guilty Party 

In the story of Dora we have an unreliable narrator, 

a heroine in search of herself, a very sick father who 

ultimately is everyone's boss, a mother who desperately 

tries to keep things clean, a psychiatrist who will call a 

cat a pussy but somehow has forgotten that he lives in a 

society that does not call a spade a spade, and two 

governesses who steal the plot. 
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Dora at eighteen is an intelligent and attractive 

child/woman, the spoiled daughter of a wealthy man whom 

she adores. She has long outgrown silly momma, who spends 

all her time worrying about keeping the house in order, 

but life seems to be going on fairly cheerfully with 

family outings, visits from cousins, confidential chats 

with a friendly governess, and of course calls on the nice 

K. family. Dora rather likes all the K.'s, but she 

especially adores Frau K., who looks like Snow White, and 

is very different from the ever-cleaning momma.1O Then 

suddenly, one day Dora discovers that all the adults in 

her life (except momma, of course, who just keeps on 

cleaning--and well she might with all that semiotic slime 

and symbolic filth about) are playing sick and nasty 

games. Her wonderful daddy has traded her in for Frau K. 

Herr K. rather likes the trade. Frau K., in spite of her 

"adorable white body," is not the good friend she seemed 

to be, and the two governesses have tried it all out 

before. Dora is horrified, but nevertheless fascinated. 

Does she want to play these games too? She says "no!", but 

actually she isn't quite sure. She knows that she is very 

angry with daddy and that no one believes her stories. 

Then she actually gets quite sick. Daddy takes her to see 

Dr. Freud, who is supposed to talk some sense into her. 



Dr. Freud listens to Dora and seems to believe her 

stories, but they don't interest him as much as his own 

stories do. He says that he doesn't really care which 

stories are true, only which ones will make her well. 
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Dora takes a closer look at all the people in her life and 

then she notices that the world is divided between two 

kinds--people like daddy, who run the show, and other 

people who have to keep on pleasing daddy just to get 

along. Herr K. seems to be on daddy's side. The two 

governesses are firmly on the other side. Momma, of 

course, is just lost. Where is Frau K.? At first she 

seems to be in daddy's powerful position--but no, on 

closer look, she, too, is there just to please, exactly 

like the governesses. What about Dr. Freud? Is he there 

with daddy and Herr K.? Maybe .•• no, he is simply trying to 

please daddy, just like everyone else. Dr. Freud is no 

different from the governesses. And, as we all know, Dora 

does not need a governess. 

On October 14, 1990, Freud wrote to Fliess that he 

had a new case, "which has opened smoothly to my 

collection of picklocks" (Rieff 1962a, 7). He did not 

publish the case until 1905 since he continuously worried 

that it would be misread and misunderstood. A sense of 

the defensive is certainly present in Freud's prefatory 
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remarks as he cries out against the anticipated critics, 

who might read his case as a "roman a clef for their 

private delectation" and those who are likely ,to look 

askance at his use of explicit sexual terminology (23). 

Nevertheless, he relates the story through skillful use of 

the stream of consciousness technique and becomes a 

somewhat unreliable narrator, as he, in the guise of 

Sherlock Holmes, unlocks a maiden's emotional life. Freud 

attempts to break apart Dora's fury at phallocracy and to 

teach her to find her niche in the existing sex/gender 

system. II While many present readers would, no doubt, 

classify the "prepossessing" Herr K. as a child molester, 

Freud finds Dora's resistance to his advances excessive. 

Many commentators have found Freud not only assuming the 

roles of Herr Bauer and Herr. K., but also the possible 

space of a largely benevolent mother-figure. Dora, who 

has given up on her own mother, disappointingly seeks for 

the maternal in both governesses and in Frau K. Dora's 

case quickly becomes a battle between two strong mental 

powers and perhaps, as has been suggested by Charles 

Bernheimer, Claire Kahane, Steven Marcus, Toril Moi, 

Philip Rief and Jacques Lacan among others, the case of 

Dora evolves into the story of Pygmalion's submission to 

Galatea. 12 
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Freud's choice of the name "Dora" for his patient 

offers interesting clues to the development of the case. 

In "The Psychopathology of Everyday Life" Freud notes that 

when he looked for a name "for someone who could not keep 

her own" he was reminded of his sister Rosa's servant. 

The servant girl was also named Rosa and had her name 

changed to Dora, so as not to be confused with her 

mistress (Freud, S.E. 12:241). consciously or 

unconsciously Freud chose the name of a servant for the 

young patient, who claimed she was being bartered as a 

sexual object in the patriarchal society. The name Dora 

also brings associations from Freud's favorite Dickens 

novel, David Copperfield. steven Marcus has noted that 

Dora is one of Dickens's most infantilized women. Calling 

herself David's child-wife, Dora is doubled by her toy 

dog, Jip. She is incapable of housekeeping and is doomed 

to die so that her husband can better fulfill his 

potential (Marcus 1984, 309). 

By attempting to make Dora see that she really wanted 

to be and become Herr K.'s future wife, Freud is placing 

her in the servant position. Helene cixous has noted that 

in patriarchal code, the maid stands for the repressed of 

the boss's wife. In Dora's story, however, the wife has 

been written out completely. cixous notes that the 
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sentence "My wife is nothing to me" is spoken both by Hgo;: 

Bauer and Herr K. and that it appears at least four times 

in the case study. Since, according to Cixous, there is, 

in this story, no wife to trade, it is the daughter who is 

bartered and placed in the position of sexual/domestic 

servitude (Cixous 1985, 283). 

cixous explains that just as all women are subsumed 

under the head of the family and made into an aspect of 

the conjugal couple named and identified by the husband, 

so the servant of the fin de si~cle household is absorbed 

into the mother/house/furniture/mistress. The servant 

disappears as a person. She is repressed out of the plot 

and in Freud's plots where she plays an integral role, she 

is usually relegated to the footnotes (cixous 280). 

Freud's merging of wife and mother with servant is 

grounded in the notion of female servitude as a function 

of both domestic labor and sexual ministration and is 

firmly ingrained in the foundation of the sex/gender 

system. Gerda Lerner notes that the practice of raping 

females of the conquered nation has remained intact until 

the present. 13 She suggests that female sexual servitude 

is perceived as natural in patriarchal institutions and 

quotes a 1984 united Nations report describing conditions 

of women in Moslem countries: "most women slaves combine 
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the function of servant and concubine in any Arab home 

that can afford a slave." Lerner reminds us that the 

droit du seigneur custom of using women as sex objects and 

servants became a standard sign of class dominance 

throughout the world (Lerner 88). Enslavement and 

servitude for the female always meant sexual servitude as 

well as domestic toil, as the biblical narratives of Sarah 

and Hagar, Rachel and Bi1ha, and the story of the Cananite 

Concubine have illustrated. The Victorian era in England 

certainly added an interesting footnote to this particular 

juncture of home-bodies and bed-mates. Judith Wa1kowitz, 

in her thorough study of nineteenth century prostitution, 

comments on a report of a late Victorian study of London 

prostitutes interned in the Mi11bank prison. The report 

shows that fifty percent of those incarcerated had also 

worked as household servants (Wa1kowitz 15). 

In his presentation of the Dora case, Freud, quite 

early in the game, makes us realize that Dora identifies 

with the governesses of her story and feels relegated to 

unconscious servitude. Freud seems to understand Dora's 

identification with the governess on the grounds that she 

unconsciously wishes to submit to Herr K., while he misses 

his culture's vision of the "natural" position of 

encu1turated bondage. Although Freud, in a letter to 
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Fliess seven years prior to the publication of Dora, hints 

that he is aware of the servantized female position in 

culture, it is not clear that he understood Dora's 

overdetermined gender assignment as beloved daughter and 

as sexual object in a culturally genderized servitude. In 

an 1897 letter to Fliess, Freud writes: 

An immense load of guilt, with self
reproaches (With theft, abortions, etc.) 
is made possible for the woman by 
identification with these people 
[servants] of low morals, who are so 
often remembered by her as worthless 
women connected sexually with her father 
or brother ••• There is a tragic justice in 
the fact that the action of the head of 
the family in stooping to a servant girl 
is atoned for by his daughter's self
abasement. (S.E. 1:248-249) 

Like Jane Eyre, who, in Mary Poovey's reading, 

realizes that her position as Rochester's mistress, in 

spite of her Englishness, will be no different from the 

placement of Celine the outcast Frenchwoman or Bertha the 

West Indian (Poovey 146), Dora soon realizes that her 

economic dependence on her father, in spite of his 

professed love for her, merges and juxtaposes her position 

with that of the servants. 

We might say that five governesses ply domestic and 

sexual servitude in Dora's story. All five seem to do 

their best to please the boss. Both the K. and the Bauer 

family have governesses who are sexually approached by 
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their employers. Both Dora and ~ K. simulate the 

governess position. Economically, they are totally 

dependent just like the governesses. Frau K. is Dora's 

close friend and helps papa choose appropriate presents 

for his little darling. Dora is delighted over her 

friendship with Frau K. until she discovers, as she 

already has in the case of her own governess, that while 

~ K. may like her, she is essentially courting father. 

Dora herself, at least in Freud's interpretation, assumes 

the governess role. She becomes a caretaker to the K. 

children, in order to ingratiate herself to the man she 

unconsciously loves. Freud himself, as we have seen Jane 

Gallop reading him, becomes the servant who works to 

please papa, and to teach another servant--Dora--her 

"Naturally inferior" place. Dora rejects her placement, 

assumes the mistress position and fires Freud (Gallop 146-

149). 

The Bauer governess is at first most friendly and 

attentive to Dora. Until Freud discovers that it is Frau 

K. who has instructed Dora in sexual matters, he had 

assumed that it was this governess who had tutored Dora in 

such "secret knowledge." Freud at one point decides that 

he is going to speak quite explicitly--like a 

gynecologist--about sexual matters to Dora, and 
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ironically, just as he is about to enter this realm of 

unabashed forthrightness, the great observer once more 

finds it efficient to hide behind a rhetorical veil. 

switching from German to French, he declares that, with 

Dora, "J'appelle un chat un chat" ("I will call a cat a 

cat"), and he does so, after all, for a good cause--"pour 

faire une omelette il faut casser des Qeufs" "In order to 

make an omelette, one must break the eggs" (Freud 1905, 

64-65) .14 He need not have worried. Dora knows all the 

right terminology and is not fazed by it. Surely, the 

unscrupulous governess must have taught her. What can one 

expect of these women anyway? Dora, however, is fond of 

her governess until she finds that the woman is not at all 

interested in her but merely in favors she can secure from 

her father. As soon as Dora is sure of her detection, she 

is instrumental in having the governess dismissed. The 

K.'s governess, who had been propositioned by Herr K., 

officially enters the narrative only in the end, and then 

she does so through the by-the-way phrasing in which Dora 

notifies Freud that she intends to finish her sessions 

with him. 

When Dora decides to tell Freud that she is about to 

stop her treatment with him in two weeks, he remarks that 

she is behaving like a governess giving a fortnight's 
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warning. His remark proves enlightening as Dora then is 

reminded of a governess in the service of the K.'s who had 

indeed given two weeks' notice. ~ K. had previously 

attempted to seduce the young woman, telling her that he 

got nothing from his wife--the very words he later used in 

approaching Dora. Evidently Herr K. soon grew tired of 

the governess and she, in turn, wrote her parents telling 

them about her employer's advances. They advised her to 

leave immedia'eely. Hoping that her boss would have a 

change of heart, she did not comply with their wishes. 

But since the change did not materialize, she, indeed, had 

given two weeks' notice. Is Dora behaving like a 

governess giving notice, or is she, in fact, as Jane 

Gallop suggests, the employer dismissing Freud who, as a 

servant, no longer is of use to her (Gallop 148)? 

In Jane Gallop's reading, as we noted in chapter one, 

the servant is the "key" in the case of Dora. Gallop 

explains that the family never was a closed triad of 

mother/father/child as Freud has idealized it, but rather 

the familial circuit was constantly broken into, and the 

most frequent such disturbance was made by the 

nursemaid/governess. As soon as Freud had decided that 

the seduction by the father was a fantasy, he turned his 

searchlight onto another seducer. The new corrupter on 
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the Freudian imaginary map became the mother, whose 

hygienic duties in the care of the children could ground 

such a seduction in reality. From the mother, Freud moved 

onto the servants who, in their child-like status and 

lower-class moral laxness, seemed like the ideal 

candidates (Gallop 144-146). Lenore Davidoff, in her 

presentation of the Munby/Cullwick story finds such a 

potentiality quite likely. 15 The maid in charge of the 

children, for example Susan Nipper of Charles Dickens' 

Dombey and Son, was very often an inexperienced young 

village girl, barely out of childhood herself, who might 

very likely use the threat of castration, or sexual 

stimulation, to keep the children in her care under 

control (Davidoff 94). 

According to Jane Gallop, Freud's decision to merge 

the nursemaid into the mother was his way of escaping 

class conflict. In fact, Gallop reminds us, the class 

conflict based on economics, is inseparable from the home 

sphere, and in the home the maid, poised between exogamy 

and incest, is the liminar who bridges home shelter and 

the polluting outside world. As such a liminar, she is 

frequently sexually abused. In Jane Gallop's terms, she 

is, on the one hand, "fucked at the door" and written out 

of the social text, and on the other hand, she is linked 



to all women (Gallop 141-143). Dora's mother, in her 

service capacity as cleaning woman, has been completely 

written out. The other females, Dora, the governesses, 

and Frau K. seem interchangeable in a patriarchal barter 

system. In the end, Freud too seems servantized and thus 

feminized. The fact is that Dora has got what she wanted 

from Dr. Freud. After her treatment she is able to face 

those who had called her accusations a child's unreliable 

fantasies and could confirm the reality of her 

assumptions. Freud reports that Dora in a subsequent 

visit to him told him that she had accosted the adults in 

her life and gotten them to admit the truths of her 

surmises: 

To the wife she said: 

"I know you have an affair with my 
father"; and the other did not deny it. 
From the husband she drew an admission of 
the scene by the lake which he had 
disputed, and brought the news of her 
vindication home to her father. Since 
then she had not resumed her relations 
with the family [the K.'s]. (Freud 1905, 
143) 

One can assume that Dora's transference of the male 
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authority figures in her life onto Freud permitted her the 

new assertiveness. As for Freud, Dora's refusal to be 

cured by him insults him. He knows that he has made 

mistakes in the handling of this case. For one, he 



probably should not have withheld the information that he 

strongly suspected. Namely, that the young girl felt an 

unconscious, homosexual attachment to Frau K. Also, he 

might have been more open in explaining to Dora just how 

much the successful completion of the case meant to him 

(Freud 1905, 142). 

Nevertheless, being Sigmund Freud, he consoles 

himself with the undeniably therapeutic effects of even 

this fragmentary treatment and he surely revels in his 

literary performance as the subtle narrator of Dora. 

A Rat, A Pear And A Wolf Tree 

The rat has long existed as a symbol of filth, 

contamination, and horror. A creature of the sewers, it 

is linked to human refuse and excrement. A liminal 

traveller between the inside spaces of tidy decorum and 

the outside areas of cesspool muck. A disease carrier, a 

biter, and a scavenger it has served humanity as a symbol 

of contagion, corruption, and lewdness. 
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While symbolic images are of utmost value, it is 

useful, as Lenore Davidoff admonishes, to keep in mind 

that effective symbolism has its grounding in reality. 

Davidoff reminds us that victorians had good reasons to be 
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obsessed with cleanliness and terrified of dirt and 

degradation. Nineteenth century cities were littered with 

garbage, animal excrement, and filth. Cholera, a highly 

infectious disease spread through improper sanitation, was 

a constant threat to life. The accepted commonplace was 

that if sanitary habits were prac~iced by the middle 

classes and taught to their children, such habits would 

eventually filter down through servants to the lower class 

(Davidoff 100). 

In the case of Freud's Rat Man, the rat serves as an 

intermediary between an upper-class young man's idealized 

vision of himself and his, so called, lower instincts. 

The rat, which gnaws both upper and lower-class dwellings 

and infects both upper and lower-class bodies, stands 

between the adoration and the antagonism the Rat Man feels 

for his father; it links his cherished beloved lady to the 

loathed prostitutes of the city. 

When the young man approaches Freud for treatment, he 

is plagued by obsessional behavior. Under the sway of the 

analyst he produces a story which had been told to him by 

a sadistic captain of his regiment. The offensive story 

relates how an officer in the East had been punished by 

having rats gnaw into his rectum (Freud 1909, 27). As the 

patient relates the tale, the analyst reads signs of both 
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pleasure and horror on the man's face, and under the 

analyst's prodding the young man admits that he 

obsessively fantasizes such a punishment being 

administered both to his father and to the woman he now 

loves. As the case progresses, the rat becomes the 

overdetermined symbol signalling money, dread of syphilis, 

pollution, the male organ, and the children the Rat Man 

cannot have. Freud traces Rat Man's obsessive thinking 

and behavior to the young man's strongly ambivalent 

emotions about his father and sees the obsessive behavior 

as a self-punishment for the unconscious malice the man 

feels for his father. After a year's treatment the Rat 

Man is freed from his obsessive impulses, through the 

recognition of his own oedipal crime and punishment, and 

is able to resume a normal life (Freud 1909, 27-76). 

Within this largely clinical discourse lies another 

story which Freud excludes from the central chronicle yet 

somehow, nevertheless, relates. It is, as Stallybrass and 

White have so amply made clear, the tale of how the 

sexuality and libidinal geography of the Rat Man is 

inscribed onto the body of lower-class servant women 

(Stallybrass and White 153). The sexual history of the 

Rat Man begins with his nursemaids. From the storehouse 

of his early carnal experiences he produces Fraulein Peter 
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and Fraulein Lena. Fraulein Peter, who wore very scanty 

underclothes, permitted the boy in her charge to crawl 

under her skirts and inspect her genitalia, and Fraulein 

Lena invited little Paul to help her squeeze the abscesses 

on her buttocks each evening (Freud 1909, 23-25). 

From the passage below, we can elicit the sensual 

climate holding sway in the kitchen. 

When I was seven years old we were 
sitting together one evening--the 
governess, the cook, another servant 
girl, myself and my brother, who was 
eighteen months younger than me. The 
young women were talking and I suddenly 
became aware of Fraulein Lina saying: "It 
could be done with the little one; but 
Paul (that was I) is too clumsy, he would 
be sure to miss it ... I did not understand 
clearly what was meant, but I felt the 
slight and began to cry. Lina comforted 
me, and told me how a girl, who had done 
something of the kind with a little boy 
she was in charge of, had been put in 
prison for several months. I do not 
believe she actually did anything wrong 
with me, but I took a great many 
liberties with her. When I got into her 
bed I used to uncover her and touch her 
and she made no objections. She was not 
very intelligent, and clearly had very 
strong sexual cravings. At twenty three 
she had already had a child. She 
afterwards married its father, so that 
to-day she is a Frau Hofrat. Even now I 
often see her in the street. (Freud 
1909, 22) 

The Rat Man relates how after his various experiments 

with the maids, he was "tormented with curiosity to see 

the female body" and couldn't wait to go to the Baths, 
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where he went accompanied by his sisters and a governess 

(Freud 1909, 21). The potent scopophilia--his desire to 

see women naked--in turn, brought on feelings of guilt and 

the uncanny sensation that his parents could read his 

thoughts. At the same time, he was engulfed by wishes for 

his father's death. Putting together his thoughts of 

wanting to see nude women with his patricidal wishes, he 

produced the obsessively fear-inspiring formula of, "If I 

see a woman naked, my father will die." Naturally such a 

formula was accompanied by feelings of guilt, fear, and 

uncanniness. These formulations, attended by the usual 

apprehensions, continued even after his father had died 

(Freud 1909, 24-26). The father's opposition to his son's 

sexuality was reflected one day in his son's thinking as 

he was relishing making love to the woman of his choice. 

"This is glorious," he thought. "One might murder one's 

father for this" (Freud 1909, 59). 

It is well to remember that the maids with whom the 

Rat Man practiced his early sensuality, like the rats of 

his story, are liminars functioning in the fault lines of 

social order. They are the intermediaries between high 

and low, between decorum and debauchery, between 

cleanliness and filth. They are the punitive agents who 

forbid masturbating, yet at the same time it is they who 
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appeal to early libidinality, and, as Jane Gallop notes in 

the work of which we spoke earlier, they serve as Freud's 

first and original seducers. They are sUbstitute parents 

and at the same time the naughtiest of children. They are 

both cleansers and polluters. They are representatives of 

an unhomogenized otherness and at the same time they, like 

the rats, are invaders of the most private places. Thus 

the maid, like the rat, under the sign of liminality, 

connects the Rat Man's lustfully sexual games to his more 

lofty feelings for the pure woman he wishes to marry. 

It is interesting to note that Fraulein Lina, in the 

passage previously quoted, in spite of her lack of 

intelligence and perhaps because of her rather fierce 

sexual appetites, succeeded in walking through class 

divisions to become a Frau Hofrat (Freud 1909, 22). If we 

read the edition translated and edited by Philip Rieff, we 

learn through an editorial footnote that the title Hofrat, 

which in English, incidentally, sounds much like 

"houserat," is analogous to English knighthood (22). 

Thus, we learn that the licentious maid did very well for 

herself indeed. But it seems peculiar that Freud, who is 

usually so sensitive to linguistic nuances, and who 

previously in this text, as steven Marcus has noted, 

played delicious word-games-- Ratten (rats), Raten 



(installments), Spielratte (gambler) and Heiraten (to 

marry) (Marcus 1984, 147)--chose not to observe the 

phonemic connection between Hofrat and ratte. It seems 

that the liminal Miss Lina, perhaps outside of Freud's 

social assumptions, has burrowed, rodent-like, across 

class barriers--straight from elan vital to ratified 

elite. 
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Freud's "Wolf Man," another psychoanalytic narrat.ive 

in which the sensual terrain is mapped out on the bodies 

of the hired help, reveals a case of adult neurosis that 

is grounded in childhood. Philip Rieff, in his 1962 

introduction to the case, tells us that the Wolf Man was a 

wealthy young Russian who suffered unbearably from his 

neurotic tendencies and whose demons were released by the 

master analyst. The Wolf Man remained grateful to Freud 

and a devotee of the psychoanalytic movement for the rest 

of his life (Rieff 1962b, 10). According to Jane Gallop, 

the Wolf Man evidently lost his wealth. Gallop sees Freud 

as playing "phallic mother" to the young man. Freud 

placed himself in the caretaker role and collected money 

for his Wolf Man long after the man stopped being his 

patient (Gallop 146). 

Stallybrass and White trace the Wolf Man's progress 

from Grusha to Nanya, to the English governess and finally 
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to his male schoolmaster. They tie both the Wolf Man and 

the Rat Man studies to their own theory of the lure of the 

lower class for the bourgeois child, who finds forbidden 

enchantment in the dirty underbelly of the social terrain. 

Like Gallop in the case of Dora, Stallybrass and White are 

disturbed by Freud's insistence on pursuing all clues back 

to the primal scene, merging the servant with the mother, 

and essentially writing the nursemaid out of the 

psycho/social narrative (Stallybrass and White 152-167). 

Catherine Clement in "The Untenable," a playful 

dialogue/essay written with her co-author Helene Cixous, 

notes that in the case of the Wolf Man, the sensually 

succulent Grusha is conflated with a juicy pear. A maid, 

a butterfly, and sex between a woman's legs become 

analogous-- the servant is "stuck between the fruits and 

the bugs" (Cixous and Clement 1985, 280). 

The Wolf Man suffers from animal phobias, can love 

only debased women, and endures both apathy and 

depression. The homosexual longings he feels for his 

father become displaced as piety--the love for God the 

father. As a child, night after night, he dreamed of six 

white wolves with bushy fox tails sitting on the branches 

of a large walnut tree outside of his nursery window. The 

wolves were quietly attentive and focused their entire 
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mindfulness on the dreamer. During analysis, the Wolf Man 

ties his dream to an often repeated childhood story about 

a tailor who cut off the tail of a wolf. He also 

remembers a frightening wolf picture from a children's 

book (Freud 1918, 215-218). Through a set of his 

intricate picklocks, Freud eventually connects the Wolf 

Dream to a fear of butterflies, the coloring of a 

butterfly to the memory of a succulent pear, and the word 

pear--qrusha in Slavic--to a nursemaid and mother 

sUbstitute by that name. Presto! We stand at an inverted 

primal scene through which the wolves can be traced back 

both to the attentive child peeking at what there is to 

observe, and to the bushy tailed father for whom the boy 

holds libidinal longings. The castrated fox from the 

story supplants the mother. 

When the Wolf Man was two and a half years old he saw 

a servant girl on all fours scrubbing the floor. The 

scene brought back a primal memory of his mother and 

father having sexual intercourse "a ter...9.Q." The child 

became sensually aroused by the scene and stood up to 

urinate--as an imitation of his father's masculine 

gesture. The memory prodded him toward a life long 

sensual attraction to servant women and a desire to debase 

all the women he loved (Freud 1918, 285-296). He rejected 
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the sister who had once seduced him as an oedipal object, 

preferring his later nursemaid, Nanya, in front of whom he 

teasingly and provocatively masturbated (207). Falling in 

love with lower-class women seemed to him a way of 

debasing and getting even with his sister and his father. 

He continued to pursue such women even after he had 

contracted gonorrhea from one of them, thus giving it to 

the rest of them. 

Freud explains that once the patient understood that 

he was creating innumerable scenarios for the repetition 

of the primal scene, he was able to tear through the veil 

of misconceptions and move on toward a healing process 

(294). 

There seem to be a great many similarities between 

Freud's own psycho-biography and those of the two patients 

described above. Like Freud, the Wolf Man was born with a 

caul and thus had a belief in his own eventual good 

fortune. Like Freud, the two men were first sexually 

aroused by nursemaids. Like Freud, both seem to have 

written their biological mothers out of their analyses. 

Like Freud, the Wolf Man uses urination to display his 

first gesture of masculinity. 16 And, as Freud's father, 

Jakob, once predicted in a rash moment that his son would 

not amount to anything, so the Rat Man's father once, in 



anger, predicted that his son would become a criminal 

(Freud 1918, 63)." All of this, no doubt, causing Freud 

to identify with these two of his cases and to place 

himself in the care-taking position vis-a-vis them. 
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Janet Malcolm notes that in the cases of the Wolf Man 

and the Rat Man, Freud omitted most of the patients' adult 

life stories and concentrated exclusively on the oedipal 

or preoedipal moments, but, in the case of Dora, the 

present girl/woman is very much in focus. Malcolm asserts 

that: 

The only fully alive contemporary 
character in the Wolf Man and the Rat Man 
cases is Freud, the narrator. The 
patient isn't there; he is like an 
anesthetized body on which an operation 
is being performed, the Dora case--where 
Freud has not yet arrived at his final 
vision of the psychoanalytic case history 
and is still rendering the patient as a 
character in a nineteenth-century novel, 
and also as the host of a kind of 
operable cancer--reads like an account of 
an operation being performed on a fully 
awake patient. Thus its agony and its 
horror. Every reader of "Fragment of an 
analysis" comes away with the feeling 
that something awful has been done to the 
girl. (Malcolm 318-319) 

Malcolm speculates that in the Dora case, Freud had 

not yet gone beyond his artistic and novelistic abilities 

to "penetrate the obscure, inchoate, shade-populated 

region of infant sorrow" (318). 
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I should like to offer the conjecture that Freud's 

Jewish identity may be involved. Dora was Jewish and 

belonged to the same class of Viennese, assimilated, 

bourgeois Jewry as did the Freud family. She may well 

have reminded Freud of his sisters, his young mother, his 

fiancee, or his sister-in-law. All of these women had 

successfully been browbeaten by their overbearing kinsman 

and succumbed to his notions of propriety and rightness. 

Freud's counter-transference is too strong to permit him 

to assume the caretaking, servantized position with Dora 

although she, as has been pointed out, does place him 

there. In the case of the Wolf Man and the Rat Man, 

however, the caretaker stands distantly removed. Rindly 

yet firmly he accepts the transference, guides his 

patients through it and like a nannie administering warm 

milk, gradually brings them back to mental health. 



Notes 

1. Such reproaches, of course, miss the point that Freud 
tends to put some of his most memorable asides into the 
notes. 
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2. Neither, one might add, was the position of any medical 
practitioner of the period. Until the early nineteenth 
century medicine had been practiced as a trade. In his 
scholarly introduction to the Penguin classic version of 
George Eliot's Middlemarch, a narrative in which Lydgate, 
a medical practitioner, plays a central role, W.J. Harvey 
tells us that in 1832 physicians had just begun serious 
professional training. Lydgate elicits a great deal of 
hostility in Middlemarch because he represents a new type 
of scientifically trained physician, who uses a 
stethoscope and appears to give himself airs; unlike many, 
he feels an "intellectual passion" for his chosen vocation 
(Harvey 19). 

3. since my childhood was spent in a similar European 
setting, I assume that the only servant slept on a make
shift cot in the kitchen. Jones does not say whether or 
not Zajic was a live-in maid. Freeman and Strean say that 
she came to work every day, and also worked for the wife 
of Emanuel, Sigmund Freud's half brother. 

4. Freud uses the term "screen-memory" to signify a 
distorted memory picture, behind which a more significant 
memory may be repressed. See sigmund Freud, The 
Interpretation of Dreams (New York: Avon Books, 1965) 205, 
279, 303, 317,426. 

5. Many commentators on Freud's life have wondered how the 
Freuds, a Jewish family, could have had such a 
lackadaisical outlook on this churchgoing and permit it to 
go on week after week. I assume that Freud's family, like 
many assimilated Jewish families of the period, viewed all 
religion as so much harmless foolishness, suited for the 
entertainment of servants and children. 

6. It is quite amazing how readily the usually skeptical 
analyst assumes that his mother's version of the story is 
correct and relegates his own version to "screen memory" 
status. It seems quite possible to me that little S'::.gmund 
might have wanted to give up his pennies and toys so as to 
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please his precious Nanny. It is also quite possible that 
Amelie might have wanted to get rid of the nursemaid so 
loved by her precious first child. Amelie Freud might 
well have created a few of her own "screen-memories." None 
of this seems ever to have occurred to the father of 
psychoanalysis, so firmly entrenched as perfectly 
worshipped object is this mother, whose relationship to 
her son will forever remain, "the most perfect, the most 
free from all ambivalence of all human relationships" 
(Freud 1933, 33). 

7. Lenore Davidoff, in her fine study of class and gender 
in victorian England, notes that such a split was a fairly 
common phenomenon among nineteenth century children, who 
saw the maid's quarters and the kitchen as a rank, 
comfortable and somewhat racy place, where forbidden 
language could be used and forbidden foods tasted; the 
mother figure remained a distantly perfect, clean lady to 
be seen once a day for reading out loud, quiet talk, and 
tea that was not to be spilled. Davidoff quotes an upper 
middle-class woman of the 1890's, who writing about her 
own mother said, "To me she was the perfect mother. I 
would not have liked her to dose me, bathe me, comfort me, 
or hold my head when I was sick. These intimate functions 
were performed by Nanny or by Annie our nurserymaid •••• I 
did not like mother to even see me in the bath" (quoted in 
Davidoff 95). 

8. Many interpreters of Freud's life and works, including 
Jones, Grigg, Swan, and Freeman, write about Freud's 
ambivalence toward Rome. On the one hand, Rome was the 
city of antiquity with which Freud identified and which he 
loved to study. On the other hand, Rome is the holy 
center of the Catholic Church, an institution for which 
Sigmund Freud evidently started forming a lifelong 
distaste when taken there, as a small child by his nannie. 
It is the ritual practiced there, one is told, which so 
turned him against all forms of ritual to such a degree 
that he only attended three weddings in his entire life-
one of them being his own (Freeman and Herbert S. Strean 
21). 

In addition, we might note that the conquest of great 
cities appears, in Freud's mind, tied to sexual 
subjugation of women. In his 1936 letter to Romain 
Rolland, later entitled "A Disturbance of Memory on the 
Acropolis," he describes his feelings of depression and 
deja vu on seeing the great view. His interpretation is 
based on the guilt of possessing something--in this case, 



the education which enabled him to appreciate the sight 
and the desire to travel to it--which had been quite 
beyond the sight or ambition of his father. 
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9. writing about Freud's Jewish identity Marthe Robert 
makes a point that the duality between Rome as the city of 
ancient delights and Rome as the corrupt mother of the 
Catholic Church, as polar opposites in the formation of 
the Freudian ego, is a bit simplistic. She extends the 
dichotomy by pointing to Rome as the conqueror of the 
ancient Jewish nationhood as well as Rome the symbol of 
western civilization, in which Freud distinctly saw 
himself partaking (Robert 106-108). 

10. Since Freud so completely accepts the description of 
Dora's mother as "a foolish woman who had concentrated her 
interest upon domestic affairs" (Freud 1905, 34), one 
cannot help but recall his romantic vision of housekeeping 
as penned in a letter to his wife-to-be. The role he 
envisions for Martha, his "princess" in 1886, cleansed of 
its patina of rose-covered cottage fancy, is not all that 
different from what he in 1905 calls "housewife neurosis." 

All we need is two or three little rooms 
where we can live and eat and receive a 
guest and a hearth where the fire for 
cooking does not go out. And what things 
there will have to be: tables and chairs, 
beds, a mirror, a clock to remind the 
happy ones of the passage of time, an 
armchair for an hour of agreeable 
daydreaming, carpets so that the Hausfrau 
can easily keep the floor clean, linen 
tied up in fancy ribbons and stored on 
their shelves, clothes of the newest cut 
and hats with artificial flowers, 
pictures on the wall, glasses for the 
daily water and for wine on festive 
occasions, plates and dishes, a larder 
when we are suddenly overcome with hunger 
or a guest arrives unexpectedly. A large 
bunch of keys which must rattle noisily. 
There is so much we can enjoy: the book 
case and the sewing basket and the 
friendly lamp. And everything must be 
kept in good order, else the Hausfrau who 
has divided up her heart in little bits, 
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one for each piece of furniture will 
object." (Quoted in Jones 1961, 95) 

Martha never disappointed him. She indeed became an 
excellent manager and hausfrau and, as Jones tells us, was 
one of those rare women "who could keep servants 
indefinitely" (Jones 102). 

Jones is emphatic in claiming that there was no 
sexual attraction between Freud and his sister-in-law, 
Minna Bernays, who lived with the Freuds from 1896 until 
her death in 1941. Yet, he tells us that Minna was the 
kind of housekeeper who dusted with one hand while she 
held a book she was reading in the other. Tante Minna, 
Jones writes, was witty and interesting and got on 
extremely well with her brother-in-law (103). It is 
interesting to note the similarity of household pattern 
between the Freud household and the family arrangements of 
Charles Dickens. As in the Freud menage, and in countless 
other Victorian familial designs, so in the Dickens house 
a live-in sister-in-law--Georgina Hogarth (Auntie 
Georgie)--served as second mother and house-keeper 
(Ackroyd 337,379, 426). 

11. I have borrowed the term "sex/gender system" from 
Gayle Rubin, who in her essay "The Traffic in Women" 
uses it instead of the term "patriarchy." See Toward an 
Anthropology of Women. ed. Rayna R. Reiter (New York: 
Monthly Review P, 1975) 157-217. 

12. Charles Bernheimer points out that hysterical women 
knew how to direct their rage through provocation of both 
relatives and physicians and that Dora practiced this art 
on her analyst. According to Bernheimer, Freud both 
desired Dora and identified with her (Bernheimer 6-17). 
Claire Kahane finds the masculine and prepossessing Herr 
K. "an unquestionable figure of identification" for Freud 
and thus reads Freud's resentment of Dora's rejection of 
her suitor as a personal rebuff (Kahane 27). Steven 
Marcus asserts that when Dora leaves Freud, the 
"aggressive" vision of his own version of the truth 
"bounds back upon the teller," and, so to speak, slaps him 
in the face (Marcus 1985, 88). Toril Moi argues that 
Freud "reveals his own unconscious wish for gratification" 
when he wishes that Dora would succumb to the advances of 
Herr K. (Moi 191). According to Moi, Dora conquers Freud 
because she knows the secret he is trying to discover 
(195). Philip Rieff sees Freud "matched up against every 
unconscious device this intelligent young girl [Dora] can 
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muster" (Rieff 1962, 13). He reads the Dora case as a 
story of intellectual combat in which Dora emerges 
victorious (12). Jacques Lacan, in an unusually 
accessible reading, in an article titled "Intervention on 
Transference" shows the Dora case as Freud's inability to 
see his own countertransferance to the figure of Herr K. 
Freud's identification with Herr K. makes him unaware of 
the problems facing Dora and he is thus rejected as was 
Herr K. (Lacan 95-96). 

For all the above writers, with the exception of 
Philip Rieff, see Charles Bernheimer, and Claire Kahane, 
In Dora's Case: Freud--Hysteria--Feminism (New York: 
Columbia UP, 1990. For the article by Philip Rieff see 
Philip Rieff, Introduction, Dora: An Analysis of a Case of 
Hysteria by Sigmund Freud (New York: Macmillan Publishing 
Co., 1936.) 

13. Even as I write this on November 11, 1992, women in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina speak on the American CNN news network 
about being systematically and casually subjected to rape 
by enemy soldiers. 

14. Jane Gallop has noted that by using French rather than 
German, at this juncture, Freud introduced a note of 
coyness which removes his language from the propriety of 
the gynecologist's office, where he had tried to place it, 
and takes it out into the vulgar arena where une chatte 
becomes "a pussy." Thus, Freud, in fact servantizes 
himself by reaching down into the level where he assumes 
Dora has been tutored and calls a "pussy a pussy" (Gallop 
140). In a footnote, Gallop moves on to the French 
expression "pour faire une omelette il faut casser des 
oefs "(You have to break the eggs in order to make an 
omelette). She turns to Lacan for help in deciphering 
this particular kitchen homily and finds his 
transliteration of "omelette" into "hommelette" meaning 
"little man," intriguing since it could be read as "you 
have to penetrate--break through--the eggs in order to 
create a baby--homunculus Ol (Gallop 156n). 

15. I have referred to the romance of Arthur Munby, 
barrister, and Hannah cullwick, scullery maid, in chapter 
one. Lenore Davidoff, to whom I am indebted, has in her 
article "Class and Gender in victorian England: the 
Diaries of Arthur Munby and Hannah Cullwick" (Feminist 
Studies 5,no [1 Spring, 1979] 87-142) recorded a most 
accessible and interesting interpretation of this 
nineteenth century "Story of 0." Davidoff notes how 



107 

eroticism flows through the eyes of the upper-middle class 
male voyeur as he spectates and speculates on the debased 
female body. Munby and Hannah shared sexual fantasies 
which included the dichotomy of female degradation and 
maternal potency. Hannah alternately scrubbed floors in a 
filthy performance of seductive lowness for her "massa," 
and held him on her lap, in a gesture of puissantly loving 
maternity. 

16. There are some intriguing Freudian footnotes in this 
context. The Wolf Man had expressed his feelings of 
sympathy towards Huss. This in no way surprised Freud as 
he had frequently heard such sympathies indicated to him 
by patients suffering from enuresis. In the Wolf Man's 
case the fire on which Huss perished brought back the 
memory of Grusha's broom of twigs. 

Nevertheless, Freud, in a footnote, comments that the 
connection between scenes of fire and incontinence are 
recurring psychic images and that this is a phenomenon 
which needs to be further studied. See Three Case 
Histories: The "Wolf Man," "The Rat Man" and "The 
Psychotic Doctor Schreber (New York: Collier Books, 1963). 
284-285. 

In civilization and Its Discontents, published twelve 
years later, Freud still hadn't had time to seriously 
investigate the matter, but in a footnote on p. 41 he 
records one of the more interesting speculations in the 
Freudian canon: 

It is as though primal man had the habit, 
when he came in contact with fire of 
satisfying an infantile desire connected 
with it, by putting it out with a stream 
of his urine. The legends that we 
possess leave no doubt about the 
originally phallic view taken of tongues 
yof f lame as they shoot upwards ••• was 
therefore a kind of sexual act with a 
male, an enjoyment of sexual potency in a 
homosexual competition. The first person 
to renounce this desire and spare the 
fire was able to carry it off with him 
and subdue it to his own use. By damping 
down the fire of his own sexual 
excitation, he had tamed the natural 
force of fire. This great cultural 
conquest was thus the reward for his 
renunciation of instinct. Further, it is 
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as though woman had been appointed 
guardian of the fire which was held 
captive on the domestic hearth, because 
her anatomy made it impossible for her to 
yield to the temptation of this desire. 
It is remarkable, too, how regularly 
analytic experience testifies to the 
connection between ambition, fire and 
urethral erotism. (Freud 1930, 41) 

17. Nat Morris in A Man Possessed: The Case Historv of 
Sigmund Freud (Los Angeles: Regent House P, 1974) gives a 
vivid description of how Sigmund Freud, as a seven year 
old, had wandered into his parents' bedroom, observed 
their lovemaking, and urinated on the floor or possibly 
even in the bed. While his mother, assuming he had a 
nightmare, lovingly carried him to his own bed, his father 
is supposed to have uttered the oedipally loaded sentence, 
"That boy will come to nothing" (38). 

--_._._--_ .. --... -............. ---_ ... .. 



CHAPTER III 

SECOND HAND SEDUCTIONS 

FEMALE SERVANTS IN THE DICKENSIAN CANON 

" ••• The only way to seduce the father, to 
avoid scaring him is to please him ..... 

Jane Gallop in "The Father's Seduction." 

"Rawdon," said Becky "I must have a 
sheepdog ••• I mean a moral sheepdog ••• a 
companion." 

William Makepeace Thackery in Vanity 
Fair. 

"I suspect we should find our nurses 
responsible for most of the dark corners 
we are forced to go back to against our 
wills." 

Charles Dickens in "Nurses Stories," All 
The Year Round, 1860. 

"Happy Eden, where our first parents 
waited on themselves!" 

Charles Dickens in "Old and New 
Servants," All The Year Around, 1867. 

Analogous Lives 

Like Sigmund Freud, Charles Dickens, one of Freud's 

favorite authors, contumaciously wrote and rewrote the 

familial narrative of his culture. Like the repressed, 
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but ever present, persecuted Jew in sigmund Freud, the 

repressed servant within Charles Dickens returns to haunt 

the patriarchal paragon. In both Freud and Dickens, 

female servants stand for a repressed component in the 

text or the life that informs it. 

sigmund Freud was fourteen years old in 1870, the 

year Charles Dickens died. Ernest Jones states that Freud 

had been a great reader all his life and that English 

Literature was both his chief relaxation and the storage 

house from which he drew many of his most robust 

metaphors. The presents Freud best liked to give his 

family were books. Among such gifts to his fiancee was 

his favorite Dickens novel, David copperfield (Jones 1961, 

116). Freud's partiality for Dickens' fictional biography 

is not surprising since this work is literary denotation 

of the Freudian oedipal plot and the family romance. In 

addition, Sigmund Freud like Dickens' alter-ego, was born 

with a caul, was the beloved first son of a youthful 

mother, and struggled both to find and to fulfill the 

promises of future achievement that had been predicted at 

his birth. 

There are innumerable parallels in the lives and 

works of the titan of nineteenth century literature and 

the great reader of humanity, who lived some years later. I 
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Like Sigmund Freud, Charles Dickens was, so to speak, a 

basement revolutionary. George Orwell, in his lovingly 

critical interpretation of Dickens, asserts that Dickens, 

in spite of being much touted as a social reformer was 

infinitely more interested in the change of the individual 

than in the reconstruction of social systems. 2 Like Freud, 

Dickens appears at heart a bourgeois. Orwell records a 

story by Nadezha Krupskaya from her book about Lenin. 

Krupskaya relates that Lenin, one evening, went to see a 

dramatization of The Cricket on the Hearth and found the 

"middle class sentimentality" in the story so unbearable 

that he walked out in the middle of a scene. Orwell makes 

the point that although Dickens constantly satirized 

institutions like the court system, the schools, and 

organized religion, he tended to find fault in human 

nature rather than in social configuration. He seems to 

be saying that if only people behaved themselves better, 

society would take care of itself. Orwell emphasizes 

Dickens' lack of sympathy with the revolutionary mobs in 

both The Tale of Two cities and Barnaby Rudge and notes 

that in Hard Times Stephen Blackpool grows heroic through 

his refusal to join the union (Orwell 1-16). 

Both Freud and Dickens became involved and entangled 

in close, personal, and often disappointingly problematic 
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friendships with other men. Yet in spite of the intensity 

and depth of such friendships, both men suffered from a 

profound sense of isolation. Both were moodY'and plagued 

by temperament shifts. Both vacillated between self-doubt 

and self-confidence. Both had impecunious fathers. 

According to Jones, Sigmund Freud compared his own father, 

Jacob Freud, to the fictionalized version of Charles 

Dickens' father, Mr. Micawber, "Always hopefully expecting 

something to come up" (Jones 1, 2). 

Both Freud and Dickens were punctual and fastidious. 

They were abstemious eaters who stuck to rigid work 

schedules and took long, swift walks each day. Both kept 

neat and organized work places, using favorite knickknacks 

about them for inspiration. Both had lifelong love/hate 

relationships with the cities of their birth. Both had 

large families that included live-in sisters-in-law, and 

both saw social significance and personal fulfillment in 

their familial networks. Both had ambivalent and complex 

relationships with their mothers, and both contributed to 

the financial support of their parents and siblings. Like 

Dickens, Freud learned shorthand and used it in recording 

his hospital cases. 

It is also interesting to note that in one of the 

more intriguing incidents in his life, Charles Dickens 
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,actually practiced a rudimentary form of psychoanalysis. 

Dickens used hypnotism to alleviate the suffering of 

Madame Augusta De la RUG, the English wife of a swiss 

banker. Through the use of mesmerism and a system of 

verbal free associations that helped to bring out the 

fears that had plagued her, Dickens successfully cured 

Madame De la Rue of her nervous ticks and spasms (Ackroyd 

449). And if one chooses to read Charles Dickens' fiction 

as the manifest part of a Freudian dream, one may well 

notice a recurrent wish fulfillment. As Orwell has 

argued, one is startled by the frequent appearances of 

fatherly deux ex machina figures, such as the pickwickian 

Cheeryble brothers who bring the ready cash that permits 

the hero to retire into a state of "gentlemanly 

indolence"--a wish fulfillment scenario, if there ever was 

one (Orwell 24). 

Both Charles Dickens and sigmund Freud officiated as 

paterfamilias in the socio/cultural ensemble of nineteenth 

century domesticity. The Victorian and post-victorian 

household had become a complex organism, much overburdened 

with relatives, visitors, and servants. Writing about his 

father's house, Martin Freud tells us that even at a time 

when the Freud family finances were rather strained, the 

household, in addition to the six siblings, parents, aunt-
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in-residence, and various visiting cousins and uncles, 

also included a nanny, two governesses, a cook, and a maid 

of all work. Martin Freud writes with pride about the way 

his mother was able to manage the servants. Martha 

Freud's servants, by all accounts, loved and respected 

her, and stayed with her for years. The household was run 

like a clock. "There was never any waiting for meals: at 

the stroke of one everybody in the household was seated at 

the long dining-room table and at the same moment one door 

opened to let the maid enter with the soup while another 

door opened to allow my father to walk in from his study 

to take his place facing my mother at the other end" (M. 

Freud 32-33). 

Dickens, too, was an employer of numerous servants. 

As a writer working at honle he must have been intensely 

aware of how indispensable they were to his comfort. 3 By 

1841 when The Old Curiosity Shop was published, Dickens 

was listed in the census of the time as "gentleman" and 

his household at Devonshire Terrace as consisting of a 

wife, four children, one manservant and four maidservants. 

As Peter Ackroyd puts it, "he had come a long way from 

Marshalsea" (Ackroyd 323). 

Yet, as we have been told through the innumerable 

studies of his life, in some sense Charles Dickens never 
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left the terrain of psychological incarceration. The 

themes of poverty and imprisonment return in one form or 

another throughout his writings as he constructs, 

deconstructs, and reconstructs the complexity and texture 

of se1fhood. The struggling twe1ve-year-01d, who never 

quite believes that he has grown up to become the 

respected and established gentleman he was destined to be, 

is very much there in all of Dickens' interpersonal 

relations: those with his family, those with his friends 

and certainly those with his servants. Diane Dewhurst 

Belcher writes that Dickens, on the whole, treated his 

servants well. Nevertheless, his attitude was laced with 

ample doses of class snobbery, a sense of social position, 

and a decided attitude of restrained haughtiness. For 

example, pleased as Dickens was with Louis Roche, his 

personal courier, whom he dubbed "a gem" and whose care he 

found invaluable, especially on his many journeys abroad, 

he felt free to poke fun, and not always gently, at the 

expense of the retainer. Through humorous asides in his 

letters to Forster, Dickens ridiculed Roche's French

accented English speech and never permitted his genuine 

liking for the man to predominate over the master/servant 

relationship (Belcher 3-12). Peter Ackroyd relates that 

Dickens sometimes would adopt an overly familiar pose with 



his servants, greeting them each morning with a hearty, 

"How are we today?"--a greeting they occasionally found 

difficult to respond to (837). No servant was ever 

permitted in Dickens' study, but it was known among them 

that they might well become immortalized in one of his 

books. Ackroyd describes a case in point when a new 

parlor-maid arrived in the kitchen with the rather 

frightening story of a man who had spent some time 

earnestly gazing at her. She was told not to be afraid. 

The man was her master and he was only "reading your 

character" (929). 
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Charles Dickens' ambiguous relationship with 

servants, both those in his home and those in his 

imaginary terrain, can certainly be traced to the 

abandoned child--that "poor little drudge" (quoted in 

Marcus 1965, 83) drenched in humiliation, working from 

morning to night, the child once petted and pampered and 

made much of by his parents, suddenly so placed that, but 

for divine grace, he may have become "a little robber or a 

little vagabond" (Marcus 83).4The child who became a great 

man, serviced by others, also knew that he had been born 

at the very edge of the social strata he learned to 

emulate and flout as his natural inheritance. 
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Angus Wilson describes a gentle, old lady living on 

Oxford street who was Charles Dickens' grandmother, a 

retired servant. The modest inheritance she left her son 

enabled him to repay his debts and put young Charles back 

to school. Dickens' grandfather had been a butler, and 

Wilson assures us that this downstairs inheritance was 

more painful for the great writer to acknowledge than the 

other skeleton in the family c10set--an embezzling 

grandfather, on the maternal side (A. Wilson 16). Edgar 

Johnson describes John Dickens, Charles Dickens' father, 

in the year his son Charles was born, as a lively, if 

"somewhat magniloquent" young man who fitted in well with 

his colleagues at the naval post office and who would 

never have been suspected of servant parentage (13). 

Wilson speculates on how agonizing it must have been for 

John Dickens, in his newly acquired gentility as a 

government functionary, to refrain from telling stories of 

his own childhood below stairs at Crewe Hall (A. Wilson 

15-22). Such stories there must have been, but if there 

were, Charles Dickens never related them. It is also 

interesting to note that even when the John Dickens family 

moved into the Marshalsea prison they were accompanied by 

a small servant (Marcus 362). They may have been bankrupt 

but they were still members of the "gentility." Johnson 
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also mentions that at one point in the Dickens' social 

climbing saga there were references to a successful branch 

of the Dickens family in staffordshire. Somewhere along 

the line, Charles Dickens assumed the family's emb1em--a 

lion bearing a Maltese cross--as his own and referred to 

it as "my father's crest" (Johnson 13). 

Perhaps nowhere else in the profuse outpouring of 

Dickensian creativity is the authorial ambivalence toward 

servants felt as succinctly as it is in the short article, 

"Old and New Servants," which Dickens wrote in 1864 in All 

The Year Around. Here the great man of letters 

mercilessly lambasts those "splendid but costly figures" 

who grotesquely imitate their betters and yet cannot be 

dispensed with. In his account, male servants are idle, 

quarrelsome, and impudent. They ferret out their 

employers' secrets and put their masters to shame through 

drunken and disorderly behavior. Among themselves they 

display a worse snobbery and class-consciousness than do 

their most socially elevated employers, and they refuse to 

go their own way "save under the conditions of a handsome 

pension." Knowing Dickens propensity to envelop versions 

of his own name with significance, I find it revealing that 

he chooses to name these impudent creatures either 

"Chur1es" or "Chawles" and that his final recommendation 
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to his servant-keeping readers is to dispense with these 

nuisances and to instead employ a "neat-handed Phyllis, 

trim--perhaps pretty--smart--light of touch, soft in walk, 

nimble, brisk, and above all, willing" (79-83).5 In the 

terms of Carole Pateman, whose work I referred to in 

chapter one, the female in her "natural" service role 

seems far less threatening and far more acceptable to this 

grandson of servants. In spite of such unconscious 

precautions and repressions, Dickens' servant persona 

continues to erupt in the margins of his awareness. In 

1856 Dickens writes a letter using the voice of Boots, a 

servant he created for the Christmas story "The Holly 

Tree": "When you come to think what a game you've been up 

to ever since you was in your own cradle, and what a poor 

sort of chap you are, and how it's always yesterday with 

you, or else tomorrow, and never today, that's where it 

is" (quoted in Ackroyd 756). 

The Necessary Allure 

In "The Father's seduction," Jane Gallop's studiously 

irreverent yet insightfully discerning analysis of Luce 

Irigary's Speculum, Gallop restates Irigaray's contention 

that woman, once defined as castrated, serves as man's 
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indicator of a male-centered reality. She may well be 

echoing Virgina Woolf, who, in her fictitious visit to the 

British museum, in A Room of One's Own, decides that 

"without self-confidence we are as babes in the cradle" 

(35). Self-confidence, Woolf explains, is generated by 

seeing ourselves superior to others, and it is in this way' 

that the man, through the debasement of the female, has 

created his own self-aggrandisement. "Women have served 

all these centuries as looking glasses possessing the 

magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure of man 

at twice its natural size. without that power probably 

the earth would still be swamp and jungle" ( Woolf 34-35). 

If the woman is the castrated other, then the male, by not 

being woman, is protected from castration. "Blessed be 

the Lord Our God King of the Universe who has not made me 

a woman" is a prayer that the observant Jewish male 

recites each day (Donin 194), and well he may. 

Jane Gallop, with the help of Luce Irigaray, proceeds 

to speculate on why woman has so long consented to play 

her part in this male "counterphobic project" (Gallop 70). 

Jane Gallop reads the answer in Irigaray's own 

relationship to Freud the father. Searching for her 

specific place in the phallic sun/sonscape, the daughter 

of the patriarchal order must, of necessity, seduce the 
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father. As Gallop sees it, such a conquest is, however, 

far from easy. For in order to permit the seduction, the 

father must first take decisive interest in the daughter. 

Desire for the daughter, however, unlocks the paternal 

fear both of his own femininity and of incestuous 

possibilities. If he becomes too involved with the 

daughter he will not be able to pass her on in order to 

assume his proper position in the patriarchal succession. 6 

This is the reason why the daughter must be satisfied with 

a "veiled seduction" (70). While she has no place in her 

father's bed, she can, if she behaves herself, find a 

small spot within the father's law. The daughter's work 

is to preserve the father's place in the homosocial, 

patriarchal exchange by being passed on to another man. 

She accepts the dictum of the law because her "desire for 

the father is desperate" (70). It is a matter of 

survival--only through him can she inscribe herself. Such 

an inscription is, according to Gallop, just what Irigaray 

accomplishes through her reworking of Freud's imaginary 

lecture into a fancied seminar. The daughter masks her 

sexual desire for father and seduces him by pleasing him. 

She "procures for him a surplus of pleasure"(71) and 

purchases for herself a spot in the light of patriarchal 

glory (Gallop 69-72). 
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In her astute continuation of Gallop's reading, Lynda 

Zwinger explains the coyly transgressive father-daughter 

romance as a story of domination. The daughter of 

sentiment through her perfect submission and self 

abnegation is, in zwinger's terms, acquiring the approval 

and adulation which, in turn, can produce real patriarchal 

payback. Zwinger uses the case of Richardson's Clarissa 

to exemplify how such daughterly (or in this case 

granddaughterly) attention to duty is rewarded by an 

inheritance that gives Clarissa both financial 

independence and places her in a position of familial 

power (zwinger 8-17). 

What about the female servant? Where does she fit in 

the fin de siecle familial configuration? She too, small 

and insignificant though she be, must find a way to endure 

and inscribe herself. Servant survival means finding a 

way of' conforming to the patriarchal arrangements by 

maneuvering in the margins and prying loose the edges of 

existing power structures. Lynda zwinger has noted that 

while men do not have to like women, women must like men 

(42). An oppressed domestic population is economically 

dependent--that is, dependent for its very survival on 

those who regulate the sources of sustenance. In the 

patriarchal arrangement where wife/mother/daughter 
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functions overlap and are analogous to servant functions, 

the female servant stands at the lowest rung of the 

sex/gender system. She is the hired wife; she is the 

surrogate mother and the stand-in daughter. Yet she too 

must find a niche for herself within phallocentrism. 

There is no other system, and the woman servant must, 

above all, keep her job. For her, as for her mistress, 

there is only one option--she must seduce the father. He, 

after all, pays her wages. It is my thesis that her 

second-hand seduction is an affair of even greater 

circumlocution and complexity than that practiced within 

the endogamously familial circuit. The maid seduces the 

master by pleasing the mistress. In this act of 

ingratiation the maid maneuvers on far more dangerous 

territory than does her mistress, who enjoys the 

protection of the agencies of incest as well as the 

mythologies of familial bonding. The maid/nanny/governess 

is entirely vulnerable to sexual assault and must 

manipulate her position cleverly or be destroyed by it. 

As we noted in chapter two, feminist readers, notably 

Helene cixous, have pointed out that the maid exists only 

in the footnotes and margins of the patriarchal story, 

that she has been subsumed under the identity of her 

mistress, that she has been incorporated into the 
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household paraphernalia, or that she is simply read as a 

sign of her employer's status. All this, no doubt, is 

true. Yet, in spite of such flagrant marginalization, the 

maid is, nevertheless, a very needed textual presence or 

her subjugation would not be so poignantly disturbing to 

those feminist critics who have investigated her textual 

inscription. Luce Irigaray, as I previously observed, has 

noted that although women in patriarchal life and 

literature serve as signs of exchange and objects of 

circulation among men, they also paradoxically officiate 

as exploited individuals and themselves are senders and 

exchangers of signs (Irigaray 1988, 170-191). The female 

servant must do the same, once removed. She practices 

seduction through redirection. 

I want to make very clear that a second-hand 

seduction is a much more complex process than simply a 

menial's ingratiation to her employer for the purpose of 

securing her work. A second-hand seduction really is an 

imaginary transporting of the psyche to another state of 

being. It is an illusory dance out of alienation, a walk 

across class and economic demarcations into an imagined 

self-concept, within the longed for boundaries of 

patriarchal, bourgeois conformity. 
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Ellie Ragland-sullivan in her reading of Jacques 

Lacan posits Lacan's "imaginary" as a vapor that suffuses 

the symbolic structures in order to protect both men and 

women from painful reality (49). It is such a permeation 

of the imaginary into the real which I see in a servant's 

second-hand seduction. Dickens perhaps best illustrated 

the process through the strange case of Silas Wegg of Our 

Mutual Friend. Silas is a disabled street vendor eking 

out a penurious existence by selling fruit and sweets on a 

street corner against a large London house near Cavendish 

Square. Over the years Silas has established an imaginary 

proprietorship over the spot and has in his idealized 

vision become one of the trusted retainers of the family 

that lives in the house on the corner. In his fantasy he 

has populated the house with an established and 

consequential family, "Miss Elizabeth," "Master George," 

"Aunt Jane," and "Uncle Parker," in whose absolute 

confidence he remains and to whom he owes feudal vassalage 

(88). Later when Wegg's existence is considerably 

improved through his employment as reader to Mr. Boffin, 

the golden dustman, he nevertheless tends to look back 

with fondness and genuine regret to all that he had given 

up as trusted servant to the family of "'our house.'" 

Wegg has created a self-concept he can live with through 
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his fanciful transition into a feudal servitude which, in 

turn, has rewarded his theoretical loyalty with an 

imagined bourgeois family status. 

In chapter one, I noted how Richardson's Pamela, 

through the intrepid defense of her virtue, purchased 

power and position. Pamela's case, of course, becomes a 

story because it is so extraordinary. The average servant 

girl, both in life and in literature, must indeed please 

the master yet she cannot please him too well or she will 

find herself pregnant out on the street. Indeed, her best 

way of pleasing the master is, what I am calling, the 

practice of a second-hand seduction. The maid appeals to 

the master and safeguards her wages by delighting her 

mistress. This is really her safest way to establish and 

hold rank. We noted in chapter two how the governess of 

the Bauer family, in Freud's Dora case, was dismissed 

because she neglected this dictum or simply got sloppy 

about it. The second-hand seduction is a precarious 

enterprise and, as we shall see, there is no guarantee of 

the efficacy of effort. 

Charles Dickens' first novel, that magnificent 

compendium of the ridiculous, the sublime, and the 

undistinguished, The Pickwick Papers, records the story of 

the two Samuels (Pickwick and Weller), master and man, 
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father and son, guide and disciple who go out to discover 

the earth and essentially find it good. 7 It is a chronicle 

of male bonhommie, optimism, benevolence and a final 

until-death-do-us-part union between man and master. All 

this is set against a chorus of unreasoned, hysterical, 

foolish, and predatory womanhood coupled with endless 

scenes of a wife's farcical supremacy over her husband. 

Samuel Pickwick is the rotund, bespectacled, and naive 

picaresque hero. As Steven Marcus has noted, pickwick is 

catapulted into this role without a past history and with 

seemingly few worries about the future (Marcus 1965, 30-

36). Sam Weller is his worldly-wise guide, who has 

studied the ways of men through the marks they have made 

on shoe leather. Mr. pickwick's childlike innocence is 

matched by Sam Weller's sophistication and judicious 

amorality. Much critical attention has been given to 

Samuel Weller, the male servant hero of this novel. His 

appearance in the fourth installment of the book caused a 

jump in circulation and made The pickwick Papers the talk 

of England and later the talk of the entire English 

speaking world (Johnson 105). Sam has frequently been 

read as the young author's alterego. Steven Marcus, whose 

hermeneutics tend to trace texts back to the lives which 

inform them, reads Sam Weller as a loved son between two 



128 

guiding father figures and a recipient of much fatherly 

devotion. In Marcus' view such positive father/son 

bonding is possible because Dickens' bitterness toward his 

own wanting father had not yet emerged (Marcus 1965, 35). 

To Aid And To Abet 

To the best of my knowledge no critical attention has 

been given to female servants in The pickwick Papers. 

Although she plays a miniscule role in the rich fabric of 

the pickwickian narrative, I should, nevertheless, like to 

spotlight Goodwin, Mrs. Pott's maid, simply because she 

does appear in Dickens' first novelistic endeavor and 

serves as such a succinct model in the schema of second

hand seduction. 

We meet Goodwin just as Mr. Pott, the self-important 

and contentious editor of Eatanswill Gazette, has 

discovered that a poem, the contents of which strongly 

suggest his wife's infidelity, has that very morning been 

published by the rival newspaper, The Independent. In 

righteous fury, Mr. Pott accuses the innocent Pickwickian, 

Winkle, of having had dishonorable designs on the chaste 

Mrs. Pott. since we have been told that "If Mr. Pott had 

a weakness, it was perhaps that he was rather too 
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submissive to the somewhat contemptuous control and sway 

of his wife" (243), we find ourselves within the realm of 

the casually accepted great anti-woman joke, in the time

honored tradition of abused husband facing aggressive 

wife. Michael Slater reminds us that this witticism is a 

convention that goes back to the Miracle plays, wanders 

through Shakespeare, and blossoms to new popularity under 

the patriarchal assumptions of the Victorian age. Slater 

explains how infinitely more painful the plot of shrewish

wife-versus-timid-husband handled non-comically can be, 

and asks his feminist readers to be grateful that, in 

Dickens, the subject is almost always presented 

facetiously (349-350).8 U.C. Knoepflmacher expands on 

Slater's enterprise by showing how Dickens' shrewish women 

mirror the anger the writer felt toward the feminine side 

of his psyche, which he, as a "child wounded by his 

mother's neglect," could not express. Knoepflmacher uses 

the scene from David Copperfield in which Rosa Dartle 

abuses the maligned Emily while David voyeuristically 

observes the scene and never dreams of interfering. 

Knoepflmacher argues that Rosa is David's frustrated 

feminine dQuble who, through her abuse of the tormented 

Emily, is the agent of both David's and Dickens' rage 

(Knoepflmacher 75-88). 
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Such rage is already very much at play in the many 

rapacious visions of womanhood explored in The pickwick 

Papers. The gushingly emotional and easily duped Rachel 

Wardle, the foolishly predatory Mrs. Bardell, the 

theatrical Mrs. Pott, and the pretentious Mrs. Leo Hunter 

all presage such characters as Mrs. Nickleby, Mrs. 

Macstinger, Miss Murdstone, and Mrs. Clennam. Dickens' 

comic vision restrains the rage and allows his readers to 

become partners in his fury. The maid Goodwin, as a 

liminal broker between patriarchal power and familial 

intimacy, between Mrs. Pott's overwrought accusations and 

Mr. Pott's collapsing pride, is both welcome and vital. 

Mrs. Pott is a seasoned lady who long since has 

learned how to fend for herself in phallocracy. Her 

system is intimidation through hysteric performance. The 

hysteric arena, so removed from male rationality and 

phallocentric logic, places the unwavering and self

important Pott on very slippery territory. His wife's 

contemptuous gaze followed by the unruly screams and the 

gushing of shouts unmans the unfortunate editor and turns 

him into a comic figure of long-suffering, patient, and 

penitent humility. Mrs. Pott exploits an entire 

repertoire of theatrical artifice. She half-faints, she 

falls on the floor, she stamps her feet, and she expresses 
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her strong emotions through various appropriate outcries. 

As a solo performance this is quite an impressive act, but 

the drama grows infinitely more dazzling, sophisticated, 

and refined with the participation of the second lead. 

Goodwin, the maid, 

ostensibly employed ••. to preside over her 
[Mrs. Pott's] toilet, but who rendered 
herself useful in a variety of ways, and 
none more so than in the particular 
department of constantly aiding and 
abetting her mistress in every wish and 
inclination opposed to the desires of the 
unhappy Pott. (320) 

Goodwin's part in the domestic drama, in which she 

proffers tears, embraces, and a stream of verbal support, 

turns the performance into first-class melodrama and not 

only demolishes any residual resistance on the part of the 

confounded Pott, but more importantly, Goodwin's presence 

later helps to reconstruct the deflated husband so that he 

can again function as the necessary prop in the 

patriarchal arrangements. 

" Don't leave me, Goodwin" murmured Mrs. 
Pott ••• At this affecting appeal, Goodwin 
got up a little domestic tragedy of her 
own and shed tears copiously. "Never, 
ma'm--never" said Goodwin, "Oh, sir, you 
should be carefu1--you should indeed; you 
don't know what harm you may do missis; 
you'll be sorry for it one day, I know-
I've always said so." (321) 
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In the dialogue that ensues between mistress and 

maid, Mrs. Pott is able to thoroughly establish her 

innocence, declare her rage at having been suspected of 

impropriety, and threaten separation. She also proposes 

to call in her brother, the Lieutenant, to defend her 

honor and lastly declares her longstanding love and 

devotion for the undeserving Pott. In all of this she is 

ably seconded and supported by the engaging Goodwin, whose 

"'Don't distress yourself, mam'" and "'serve him right, 

mam'" together with the appropriate looks of concern and 

approbation eventually censure the humiliated Pott down to 

size. When he has been thoroughly subdued, he must of 

course, even in this comic mode, again be propped up, or 

he will not be the patriarch in whose psycho/cultural 

edifice both mistress and maid can reside. Mrs. Pott 

suggests that, in defense of her honor, the editor 

horsewhip his rival, and Goodwin enthusiastically seconds 

the motion. Glad to be restored to his patriarchal 

placement Mr. Pott, with some reluctance, agrees, and the 

little family can partake of breakfast (319-322). 

In his treatment of Mrs. Pott and Goodwin, Dickens 

displays a comic version of the underhanded and sinister 

female conspiracy against vulnerable and ingenuous 

masculinity, and thus, in Knoepflmacher's terms, rages 
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against his own inability to express his feminine self. 

While I agree that such a display of hostility is 

definitely there, I also feel that the presence of 

Goodwin, as an intermediary, not only deflates the ire but 

also demonstrates the dependent position of all victorian 

women. Mrs. Pott and Goodwin are in this game together 

because socially and culturally they really occupy the 

same placement vis-a-vis Mr. Pott--one of total economic 

dependence. The accusation of infidelity leveled against 

Mrs. Pott is far from a trivial one. Even a shadow of a 

whisper of impropriety could ruin a woman's life, as 

Dickens later so magnificently illustrates in the downfall 

and death of the imperious Lady Dedloclc of Bleak House. 

The fact that Mrs. Pott can direct her performance of 

dramatic indignation to Goodwin, who in turn, softens it 

for the benefit of the stunned Pott, aids in plastering 

over the fury of accusations and in the reinstatement of 

Pott to the patriarchal position. 

The names Pott and Goodwin chosen by Dickens for this 

particular group of characters, underscore my contention. 

Harry stone, among others, in his study of Dickensian 

nomenclature, explains how carefully and calculatingly 

Dickens chooses names for his characters so that names not 

only seem to emanate from the plot but also extend its 
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themes and draw out emotional subtexts (stone 1985, 191-

204). Thus the name "Pott," with all its rotundly 

humorous overtones, also unmistakably is the fleshpot on 

which both mistress and maid are dependent. The name 

"Goodwin'v indicates a victory over circumstances by the 

resourceful and inventive maid, whose triumph isn't just 

her own but one that keeps the entire system afloat. Mrs. 

Pott is restored to innocence, Mr. Pott to phallocracy and 

Goodwin, clever "girl" that she is, earns her mistress' 

gratitude, a necessity for survival. 

Goodwin is represented as a charming and intelligent 

young woman who, within her assigned space in the 

sex/gender system, cleverly conducts a second-hand, veiled 

seduction. Contrasted with the predatory, castrating, 

foolish, and bad-tempered visions of femininity in this 

novel, Goodwin's energetic dash to the rescue of her 

accused mistress seems both eminently sensible and 

scintillatingly refreshing. Goodwin not only sports an 

"exquisite arrangement of cap and ringlets" (320) with 

which to delight the scopophilia of her master, her 

creator, and the voyeur reader, but she is a young lady 

who intuitively knows that her small place in the cultural 

scheme of things can be obtained only through a second

hand, veiled seduction into the father's law. Thus, 



Goodwin apparently makes no attempt whatsoever at 

ingratiating herself with her master, the pompously hen

pecked Mr. Pott, but does so nevertheless by placing 

herself in the margin between Mrs. Pott's histrionic 

despotism and Mr. Pott's deflated anger. 
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If Sam Weller is to be treated as the young author's 

alter ego, as he frequently is in Dickensian criticism, 

then it seems to me that the enchanting Goodwin could well 

be the spunky young writer's persona translated to 

feminine. At twenty-four, the young Dickens ostensibly 

agreed to have his text play a secondary role to the 

drawings of Seymour, while at the same time he quickly 

manipulated Chapman and Hall into his own version of the 

project. Like his servant creation whose dance to the 

rescue soon steals the show of the Pott domestic drama, so 

the bright and good-looking grandson of servants very 

quickly stole the show of the literary stage. 

In The Pickwick Papers many signposts of what would 

become the rich Dickensian imaginary terrain already come 

into view. Such Dickensian markers as the enchantment 

with Christmas, the atonement of the misanthrope, the joys 

of male bonding, the theme of imprisonment, the graveyard 

scenes, the shrewish wives, the suffering widows, the 

lovely young malleable female things who, unlike their 
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troublesome and silly older counterparts, are permitted an 

occasional insight, already seem placed. The suffering 

orphan only makes a brief appearance as the much abused 

messenger boy of Bob Sawyer (623), but as Dickens is 

writing Oliver Twist at the same time, this is not to be 

wondered at. Needless to say, pickwick is the first 

Dickensian version of the intensely British, beloved 

bachelor uncle, the well-disposed, elderly gentleman whose 

lack of family responsibility provides him the means to 

dispense benevolence and charity to worthy but sometimes 

misled young people. Mr. pickwick is, no doubt the model 

for "the single gentleman" or "the bachelor" of The Old 

Curiosity Shop, the cheeryble twins of Nicholas Nickleby, 

Mr. Jarndyce of Bleakhouse, and the reformed Scrooge of A 

Christmas Carol. Goodwin, as the female servant who 

practices second-hand seduction as a subterfuge into 

patriarchal law, has also been etched as a possible model 

for such future extensions. She may later be seen as 

Fanny Squeer1s maid in Nicholas Nickleby, Miggs in Barnaby 

Rudge, and even the feisty and independent Susan Nipper of 

~ombey and Son. Rather than propping up the master, these 

clever servants prop up their mistresses in the image of 

true womanhood. They accomplish this in the same manner 

as Lynda Zwinger's daughter of sentiment props up her 
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father to match the image transmitted by her mother 

(Zwinger 127). The maid brings the tea, she straightens 

the pillows, she calls her mistress a martyr, she marvels 

as she emulates the refined bourgeois face and figure. 

She combs the locks and fastens the necklace. She 

flatters and cajoles. Occasionally she is devious and 

self-conscious in her deception, but more often than not 

she has internalized and is ventriloquizing her mistress' 

voice, so that she too can settle into a small corner of 

the father's house--a seduction is a seduction even 

through baize doors and handed-down garments. 

Displaced Person 

Barnaby Rudge's devious Miggs, whose very coughs and 

sneezes set husband and wife against each other into 

Protestant and Catholic camps of sympathy, is, in fact, 

also attempting to purchase a place for herself within the 

patriarchal symbolic through a sUbstitute seduction. By 

pleasing the mistress she hopes to buy into the powerful 

realm of the master and accomplish marriage to the 

apprentice, who is a master-in-training. But poor Miggs 

misreads all the signs. As an ugly girl she is 

patriarchy's displaced person. She is not powerful or 
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independent enough to assume a masculine pose and she is 

neither pretty nor delicate enough to succeed with the 

feminine, although she certainly gives it a good try. She 

cannot possibly compete with the alluring and toy-like 

Dolly. In her final assignment as prison warden, Miggs is 

permitted a bitter revenge on all ,her beautiful charges. 

Dickens' first conceived novel, which turned into his 

fourth published one, is usually read as one of convoluted 

and perplexing father/son relationships. Steven Marcus 

has located five "filial pairs," each one with its own 

chronic case of malaise (182). Arthur Washburn Brown 

reads the novel as a story about how women castrate men 

and suggests that the multiplicity of props such as legs, 

keys, and maypoles, amputated arms, money-boxes, and 

houses clearly displays the sexual underpinning of this 

historical narrative (59-66). 

I have found the insights of both Marcus and Brown 

helpful in my reading of Miggs, the frustrated menial of 

Barnaby Rudge. The abundance of phallic symbols--starting 

with the Maypole and ending with Joe Willet's amputated 

arm and Sim Tappertit's cut-off legs--together with Mrs. 

Varden's money box and the key hole that Miggs so expertly 

lines with coaldust in preparation for her encounter with 



sim tell an irresistible, if subliminal, story of 

libidinal longings. 
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Michael Slater contends that Dickens saved his 

greatest anti-woman derision for the victorian "Fright," 

the ill-favored young woman who, in spite of her 

unattractiveness, dared to hope for matrimony (233). Such 

figures in Dickens, it would seem, have no redeeming 

qualities--their longing for sensual satisfaction, their 

struggles for acceptance, their skirmishes for basic 

survival are posited only to initiate derisive laughter. 

As generic archetypes of such comic "frights," Slater 

posits the incisive Miggs of Barnaby Rudge and the 

astringent Charity Pecksniff in Martin Chuzzlewit (233). 

A surface level reading might indeed offer up a 

purely derisive hermeneutic. It seems to me, however, 

that by making Miggs such a prominent, ubiquitous and 

libidinally charged presence in the novel, Dickens, 

perhaps in spite of himself, displays the unhappy plight 

of a young woman of the Victorian era who, without family, 

connections, beauty, money, talent, or profession, still 

must somehow manage to hold her life together, and does so 

with every mental, psychological, or emotional sinew at 

her disposal, and, who, in fact, against all odds, manages 

to stay alive and independent. Dickens has added to the 
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tribulations of poor Miggs by placing her in a household 

where the daughter, Dolly, is all plump and juicy 

femininity, a morsel of which all the males in the 

vicinity, including her father, are most anxious to have 

at least a miniscule nibble. There is no way the angular 

daughter-for-hire can possibly compete. Miggs, one might 

well say, is the grotesque version of DicJcens' abused 

orphan. Although she is certainly not intended to be a 

sympathetic character, she, like David copperfield, like 

Oliver Twist, like Esther Summerson, like the Marchioness, 

and like little Charley Dickens at Warren's Blacking, 

speaks to the royal prince forced to function as lost 

pauper in each of us--the vulnerable ego, somehow deprived 

of its due birthright. K.G. Chesterton has rightly 

asserted that Dickens gets closer to a touch of truth when 

he exaggerates and that his most serious empathy is 

proffered through the humorous-grotesque (188).9 Miggs' 

only workable strategy is perhaps a possible second-hand, 

sneak-through, behind-the-skirts-of-her-mistress 

seduction. Her mistress, the formidable Mrs. Varden, "a 

woman of uncertain temper," does not make such a prospect 

simple. 

Miggs is the single servant in the household of the 

Vardens, where in addition to her many household duties 
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her primary obligation is to serve as the "Chief aider and 

abettor" of her mistress, as this shrewish lady daily 

humbles and mortifies her lord and master, the patient and 

good-natured locksmith. In this second hand seduction, 

Miggs coughs and groans in sympathy, is cheerful and sad 

on command, acquiesces and denies as required, and moves 

from bitter despondency to lively buoyancy at a moment's 

notice. As feminist readers, mindful of the cultural and 

historical realities of a real life maid of the time, we 

can decode Dickens' text from our twentieth century 

vantage point to understand that there is nothing this 

poor angular child will not do to keep her job. While 

Higgs keeps her virtue intact by occasionally declaring 

that she holds the whole male sex contemptible, she wages 

valiant, albeit losing, combat for the affections of the 

reluctant Sim Tappertit. As Sim is master-in-training, so 

Higgs can hope that she, too, is serving an apprenticeship 

as mistress and might with luck and effort duplicate the 

matrimonial arrangements of the Vardens. ThUS, the young 

lady spares no effort in attempting to foist her charms on 

the reluctant "prentice" and certainly manages a 

subliminal scene of sexual intercourse with the young man 

whose legs she so much admires: 
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She [Miggs] sat there, with perfect 
composure, all night. At length, just 
upon the break of day, there was a 
footstep in the street and presently she 
could hear Mr. Tapperti t stop at the 
door. Then she could make out that he 
tried his key ••• that he poked bits of 
stick into the lock to clear it--that he 
peeped into the keyhole ••• that he tried 
the key again--that he couldn't turn it, 
and what was worse couldn't get it out-
that he bent it--that then it was much 
less disposed to come out than before-
that he gave ita mighty twist and a 
great pull, and then it came out so 
suddenly that he staggered back
wards ••• When the crisis had arrived, Miss 
Miggs, affecting to be exhausted with 
terror, and to cling to the window-sill 
for support, put out her nightcap and 
demanded in a faint voice who was there. 
(71) 

Confident that her mistress will continue to hold 

sway in the locksmith menage, Miggs takes no warning when 

her master declares her to be the "'misery of my life'" 

and "'all the plagues of Egypt in one'" (143). She 

contributes her salary to her mistress' Protestant cause, 

she continues to sniff on cue, and she stays up nights to 

keep her mistress company. But then, as these things tend 

to do, the personal grows political and the body suddenly 

expands into the body politic. The Gordon riots break out 

and the cause advanced by Mrs. Varden turns out to be less 

worthy than it had seemed. Mrs. Varden, as all the 

critics tell us, realizes how wrong she has been and 

repents her shrewish ways. She becomes a good and 
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submissive wife. In Slater's terms, "a comfortable 

provider"( 229). According to Washburn Brown, she submits 

to her husband in bed and thus restores him to manhood 

(60). Mrs. Varden's return to grace is, of course, 

mediated by the presence of Miggs who, as the liminal and 

dispensable woman, absorbs the wrath meant for the 

shrewish wife and thus permits the return of Mrs. Varden's 

softer nature. As we noted in chapter one, the positions 

of maid and mistress constantly overlap and especially so 

when blame must be appointed. Preparing us for Mrs. 

Varden's repentance and Miggs' expulsion, Dickens writes, 

Now Mrs. Varden (and by consequence Miss 
Miggs likewise) was impressed with a 
secret misgiving that she had done wrong; 
that she had to the utmost of her small 
means, aided and abetted the growth of 
disturbances, the end of which it was 
impossible to foresee that she had led 
remotely to the scene which had just 
passed and that the locksmith's time for 
triumph and reproach had now arrived 
indeed. And so strongly did Mrs. Varden 
feel this, and so crestfallen was she in 
consequence, that while her husband was 
pursuing their lost journeyman, she 
secreted under her chair the little red 
brick dwelling house with the yellow 
roof, lest it should furnish new occasion 
for reference to the painful theme, and 
now hid the same still further with the 
skirts of her dress. (383) 

As it happens, the newly empowered locksmith soon 

returns and demands to know the whereabouts of the box, 

which his wife tearfully and humbly submits to him. In 
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Washburn Brown's terms, the locksmith can now use his key 

properly, and male dominant sexuality has been restored 

(62-63). But before complete tranquility can be 

reinstated the errant part of the female body politic, 

here represented by the still unsubdued Higgs, must be 

expelled. 

As her domestic situation grows hopeless, Higgs goes 

turncoat, but discovers that the new garment, like all the 

previous she has tried, is politically incorrect on 

someone who lacks Dolly's attributes. Miggs attempts a 

rather bold come-back into the Varden household, but is, 

of course, roundly rejected, and so she makes a dramatic, 

if spiteful, exit. Miggs uses the same strategies for 

survival as does Goodwin. But while Goodwin's maneuvers 

succeed, Higgs' gambits are a hopeless failure. The 

reasons for such disparity are obvious. Goodwin is pretty 

while poor Higgs is, if anything, remarkably and 

thoroughly unattractive. The female body clearly signals 

body politic. 

Perhaps the best indication of how Dickens undercuts 

his stated intentions vis-a-vis Miggs can be seen in the 

comparison of the two exogamous dependents of the Varden 

domestic scene--Higgs, the servant woman, and Sim 

Tappertit, the locksmith's "prentice". Both Higgs and Sim 
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are lower-class menials working in a just barely bourgeois 

household. Both are physically unattractive, both serve 

as comic figures for ridicule, and both pine for libidinal 

objects beyond their reach. But Sim is a male and Dickens 

unambiguously displays the value and supremacy of the 

masculine position. 

While Higgs' activities are restricted to those of 

domestic drudgery, Sim has an active night life as head of 

the "prentice" association. He becomes a captain for the 

protestant cause, and he openly, if briefly, defies his 

employer (382). When the Varden family discovers that he 

has jumped on the wrong political wagon, much is done to 

try to rescue him. In Miggs' case, when the same 

discovery is made, the former servant is sent packing with 

a small gratuity and with very little grace. As he 

frequently does, Dickens has subverted his own ideologies. 

A story About Myself 

Dickens displays Phoebe, Fanny Squeer's hungry and 

pathetic little handmaiden in Nicholas Nickleby, in a far 

gentler light than he does Miggs. In this maid/mistress 

pairing the mistress is comic grotesque, while the maid is 

merely abused. Browbeaten and berated, the little servant 
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nevertheless manages, as she must, to minister nightly 

doses of toiletry and flattery and becomes quite artistic 

in her application of the second-hand seduction. Fanny 

Squeers, best remembered by Dickens scholars as the woman 

who in her looking glass sees "not herself, but the 

reflection of some pleasant image in her own brain" (101), 

is, it will be remembered, the repulsive daughter of a 

villainously grotesque father, whose schoolmasterly 

viciousness exceeds that of Headmaster Creakle in David 

Copperfield and is surpassed, in the Dickensian canon, 

only by Fagin and Quilp. Fanny, his daughter, is lazy, 

frivolous and vain, but worse than this, she is also ugly, 

which is the real reason why Nicholas Nickleby refuses to 

play cards with her or to respond to her flirtatious 

gestures. We meet Phoebe, appropriately nicknamed Phib 

(she fibs her way to survival), as she and her mistress 

face the mirror in readiness for Miss. Squeer's bed-time 

ritual. We never see the face of the maid, for her visage 

is erased from the text in order to more brightly display 

the newly set curls of her mistress. The maid, if she 

wishes to continue eating the few crumbs she is permitted 

at the Squeers' table, must of necessity become entangled 

in the locks of Miss Fanny Squeers, and so she rather 

timidly proffers, "How lovely your hair do curl to-night, 
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Miss! ••• I declare if it isn't a pity and a shame to brush 

it out!"(101). Mistress and maid have joined the large 

crowd of female representations who, like the lady of 

Shallott, suffer from mirror entrapment, a concept that 

has engaged center stage attention in the theoretical 

theater of recent feminist thought. to 

Drawing on Mary Elizabeth Coleridge, Sandra Gilbert 

and Susan Gubar explain mirror entrapment as "that state 

from which all outward prospects have been removed" (37)-

women, Gilbert and Gubar note, feel loathing and anxiety 

about their own bodies. Referring to Simone de Beauvoir 

and Dorothy Dinnerstein, they clarify the story of woman's 

mirror obsession. Female monsters--the Sphinx, Medusa, 

Pandora, circe, Kali, Delila and Salome--are 

personifications of the male dread of his own lack of 

control over birth and death and the fear of the great 

phallic mother. Such male anxieties have, in turn, 

produced the suspicion in each woman that unless she 

preens, curls, diets and appropriately costumes and adorns 

herself, she too may turn into such a monster (35-37). 

Gilbert and Gubar posit the voice of patriarchy asking, 

"who is the fairest in the land?" as the voice which 

speaks through the mirror, setting women against each 

other (37). 
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Fanny Squeers has, of course, been set up for mirror 

entrapment. The younger friend with whom she has always 

competed has become engaged, and there is no such sweet 

prospect for the envious and discontented Fanny, who has 

only one possible outlet for her spite. She can heap 

abuse and indignity on her poor little maid. Phoebe knows 

this and also knows how to save herself. Like Sheherazade 

and like Charles Dickens she tells a story to save her 

life. In telling it she becomes the loving mother who, in 

cixous' terms, gives birth to a new Fanny Squeers and at 

the same time relates herself into existence. Fanny 

Squeers, feeling the pull of what cixous calls the 

"ceaseless [feminine] exchange of one with another" (86) , 

"sighed and composed herself to listen"(101) to the best 

bed-time story possible, the story about herself, her 

better self. For Phib, as she delicately fibs along, 

twirling the curls and spinning the tale, makes Miss 

Squeers' friend, the comely Tilda "'So vain and so very 

plain'" (101). In Phib's story men fall allover 

themselves for a smile from Miss Squeers. John Bowdie, 

the miller's son, suffers daily because he has mistakenly 

chosen Tilda Price, and that young lady could improve 

herself if only she had the good sense to observe and 

emulate her loyal friend, the incomparable Miss Squeers. 



And so Miss Squeers can go to bed peacefully, and so can 

little Phib. She will stay alive as long as she can 
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manage to seduce her mistress with a good story. Lest we 

should forget the seductive powers of such fiction, the 

omniscient author steps in to elucidate: 

Miss Squeers knew as well in her heart of 
hearts, that what the miserable serving 
girl had said was sheer coarse lying 
flattery, as did the girl herself; yet 
the mere opportunity of venting a little 
ill-nature against the offending Miss 
Price, and affecting to compassionate her 
weaknesses and foibles, though only in 
the presence of a solitary dependant, was 
almost as great a relief to her spleen as 
if the whole had been gospel truth. Nay 
more. (103) 

Dombey's Defiant Domestic 

Dombey and Son, the first novel of Dickens' maturity 

and the first one he carefully planned out through a 

system of annotations (stone 1987,49), may well be an 

ironic self-portrait. Dickens wrote Dombey and Son mostly 

abroad. He had already been married ten years and had 

known fame and financial success during that period of 

time (Johnson 315-317). It could well be that he was 

already chafing at the bonds of marriage (his infatuation 

and subsequent disappointment with Christina Weller points 

to this), and one can assume that he felt jaded with his 
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meteoric rise to fame. considering the above, one could 

argue that Mr. Dombey's pride signals a form of Dickensian 

narcissism. In his somewhat cryptic introduction to the 

book, Dickens writes that "Mr. Dombey undergoes no violent 

change, either in this book or in life" (V). His readers, 

both among nineteenth and twentieth century critics, tend 

to disagree. 1I Whether they identified Dombey's pride as 

justifiable self-respect or as haughty arrogance, they 

invariably perceive his final surrender to the embrace of 

Florence as a substantial transformation of character. I 

would like to suggest that while most readers perceive 

Dombey as eternally erect and indisputably confident 

within the confines of his capitalist, bourgeois 

phallocentrism, Dickens, perhaps writing directly from the 

unconscious, posits Dombey, a quite probable Dickensian 

alter ego, as a terrified human being who is forced to 

live behind walls of phallic disdain in order to protect 

his fragile ego from the unconscious but ubiquitous fear 

of castration. 

Dombey functions as a single, erect, phallic 

signifier, terrified of possible female contamination. At 

the conclusion of the narrative he is brought down and 

rescued through a feminized community network, a fate that 

masculinist critics both of Dickens' time and of our own 
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have found disturbing.l2 As an intricate part in its 

scheme of phallocratic failure Dombey and Son brings us 

one of the Dickensian canon's most interesting 

maid/mistress pairings--that of Florence Dombey and Susan 

Nipper. Florence and Susan begin their lives together 

when both are children. Susan Nipper, the nursemaid whose 

castrating potential is suggested both through her 

snapping moniker and her denotation as "spitfire" and who 

is "so desperately sharp and biting that she seemed to 

make ones eyes water" (37), is only fourteen years old 

when she assumes her position in the great mercantile 

house of Dombey as nursemaid to the six-year-old Florence. 

We meet her as she, in masculine and assertive fashion, 

claims right to her professional status as a "permanency" 

in the household, being quite aware that this is a house 

where "'girls are thrown away'" and a place where the 

master isn't even aware of the existence of his servants 

{37-38) • 

As Florence moves from gentle, uncomplaining 

childhood to docile, lilting, and languishing mature 

femininity, so Susan, by her mistress' side, progresses 

from spitfire nursemaid to bustling lady's maid, to smart 

young woman, and finally to bourgeois wife. The lives of 

mistress and maid are irrevocably intertwined from the 
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moment Susan loses Florence during the ill-fated outing to 

stagg's gardens. Throughout the next sixty chapters the 

representation of Susan Nipper serves to extend, 

elucidate, and enlighten the character of Florence Dombey. 

Possibly named after Douglas Jerrold's popular comedy 

Black-Eyed Susan, 13 the sharp-tongued and perceptive "young 

constable" (74), in her acid prickliness offsets the 

timid, yielding, and unwaveringly malleable nature of her 

good and submissive mistress. Susan Nipper's unconscious 

secondary seduction of her young mistress is as complete 

and as unwavering as Florence's own undeviating pursuit of 

paternal affection. Throughout Florence's desperate 

struggle to gain fatherly love and approval, Susan is 

there to lend a helping hand, to give comfort, to provide 

protection, and finally to say those words of truth that 

no one else in that masterful household has dared to give 

voice. within the supportive network of their feminine 

bonding, Susan and Florence appear to share and exchange 

heterosexual love interests. There is an intriguing 

moment when Susan Nipper shows a marked fondness for 

Walter Gay, Florence's intended (125), but she 

unhesitatingly relinquishes any claims when she becomes 

aware of the preference shown by her young mistress. When 

Florence pledges the loving sisterhood that in Dickens 
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always serves as prelude to the heterosexual romance, to 

Walter Gay, she incorporates Susan in the alliance. 14 

Speaking to Walter's uncle in her newly acquired sisterly 

position Florence says, 

"You will let me come to see you, ••• 
when I can; and you will tell me 
everything about yourself and Walter; and 
you will have no secrets from Susan when 
she comes and I do not, but will confide 
in us, and trust us and rely upon us. 
And you'll try to let us be a comfort to 
you? Will you, Walter's Uncle?" (281) 

Dickens underlines Susan's acquiescence in the scheme 

by having the usually acerbic maid looking dreamily at the 

skylight, bashfully eating the strings of her bonnet and 

heartily nodding approval (281). Later on, Susan quite 

happily settles in with Toots, her mistress' rejected 

suitor. 

When Florence has to help little Paul through his 

struggles at school it is Susan who goes out on the town 

searching for books. It is Susan who does battle on 

behalf of Paul and Florence with the unyielding 

Mrs.Pipchin. Susan is Florence's companion during their 

long period of isolation in the Dombey mansion, and it is 

Susan who urges Florence to resume social life at the home 

of the pompous Skettles. Susan is there to see Florence 

off with Walter and to greet her on the couple's return. 

After her marriage to Toots, Susan steps through the 
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boundaries of her newly-won bourgeois position to suggest 

that she take up her old role as servant to her beloved 

mistress. And, finally, it is Susan who in an Irigarayan 

"ceaseless exchange of herself with the other" (Irigaray 

1977, 31) joins Florence in the multiplication of Susans 

and Florences. 

It is interesting to note that Dickens met Hans 

Christian Andersen at the time he was writing Dombey and 

Son and that the two struck up a friendship that would 

prove influential and fertile for the creative endeavors 

of both men. About their first meeting in Lady 

Blessinton's drawing room Anderson was to write, "We 

pressed one another by the hand, gazed into one another's 

eyes, spoke together and understood one another" (Ackroyd 

527) .15 Certainly fairy tale motifs flow through the plot 

and dominate the themes of Dombey and Son. Harry Stone 

has shown how in Dombey and Son the Cinderella theme, with 

its negligent father figure, its lost slipper, its 

rescuing prince, and its stream of malignant mother 

figures are bound together with the realistic motifs of 

commerce and mercantilism (Stone 1982, 69-82). If, as 

Stone informs us, Mrs. pipchin, Good Mrs. Brown, and Mrs. 

Skewton serve as witches, and if Carker in his endlessly 

feline poses emerges as a demonic spirit, then certainly 
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the brown and Gypsy-like Susan Nipper with her piercing 

black eyes and perceptive insights is the fairy-god-mother 

who so long sustains Princess Florence and serves as 

catalyst to the happily ever after. Nowhere else in the 

narrative is the fairy tale motif so undisguised as it is 

in chapter twenty-three which displays Florence living 

alone in the gothically decaying Dombey mansion, whose 

gorgon-like walls stare down on her, whose desolation and 

decay permeate every corner, whose mould and mildew invade 

the cupboards, and whose mice and rats scurry along the 

wainscoting. The clocks have stopped working in the house 

of Dombey and the rooms of the dead son and the dead 

mother stand locked and uninhabited. Yet, amidst all this 

disintegration, Florence's beauty thrives and blossoms, 

and she is "like the king's fair daughter in the story" 

(338). In spite of the narrative voice's double assurance 

that Florence lives alone, we know, of course, that this 

is not so. Susan is the princess' constant companion. 

Assisting her mistress with her studies she grows quite 

wise herself (338)--wise enough to play the fairy-god

mother who urges Florence out to the ball at the house of 

"'them Skettles,'" even though she, unlike her innocent 

mistress, certainly realizes that "'they [the Skettles] 

know what they're about, if ever people did'It (342). 
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In Dombey and Son, as Michael Slater has noted, 

Dickens certainly shows sympathy for the plight of women. 

Florence is merely the "base coin" in a capitalistic and 

dynastic arrangement, while Edith is bartered off to 

ensure both her own and her mother's social and economic 

survival (Slater 243). In the pronouncements of Edith 

Granger, Dickens appears to be outdoing his contemporary 

John Stuart Mil1. 16 Lashing out at her mother, Edith says, 

"'There is no slave in a market, there is no horse in a 

fair, so shown and offered and examined and paraded, 

Mother as I have been for ten shameful years'" (413), and 

later with Carker, 

I am a woman •.• who from her very 
childhood has been shamed and steeled. I 
have been offered and rejected, put up 
and appraised, until my very soul has 
sickened. I have not had an 
accomplishment or grace that might have 
been a resource to me but it has been 
paraded and bended to enhance my value, 
as if the common crier had called it 
through the streets. (784) 

Florence too, of course, is the victim of 

phallocracy. She is the classically rejected Dickensian 

child. Translated to the feminine the representation 

seems even more vulnerable than that of the abandoned 

David Copperfield, the abused Pip Pirrip, or the maligned 

Oliver Twist. Unlike her male counterparts, Florence is 

neither orphaned nor economically destitute, and this is 
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what makes her predicament doubly pitiable. Florence, the 

poor little rich girl, is rejected by her own flesh and 

blood father who not only cannot love her but who also 

finds any show of tenderness she offers him disturbingly 

offensive. Susan Nipper is also one of the abused 

children. At fourteen she is a child tending another 

child, and before being promoted to this position, one of 

considerable ease and comfort, she had been responsible 

for cleaning "'the floor below the attics'" (417). 

For his understanding of the debased position of 

women in Dombey and Son Dickens even earns points from 

such an ardent feminist as Kate Millet, who, in her Sexual 

Politics. notes that in Dombey and Son Charles Dickens 

had, in one blow, condemned both capitalism and patriarchy 

by displaying Dombey's victimization and erasure of his 

daughter. At the same time Millet, however, faults 

Dickens for bowing to the pieties of his own time in 

constructing only insipidly sentimental heroines in the 

pattern of Ruskin's "Of Queen's Gardens" (gO). Lynda 

Zwinger, in her discerning reading of Dombey, moves beyond 

Millet's simplistic irritation to argue that Florence, as 

the daughter of sentiment, valiantly attempting the 

seduction of the father, frightens Dombey because she 

opens up his fears of castration (34). Zwinger asserts 
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that while Florence in all her sweet submissiveness, 

beauty, and intelligence is quite the typically Dickensian 

domestic ideal within the good daugher/sister taxonomy, 

her father, the erect and unbending Mr. Dombey, differs 

markedly from Dickensian father figures, who tend to be 

slightly feminine and droopingly avuncular. Such fathers 

are in dire need of the sentimental daughter who knows how 

to prop them up in the image created by mother, while 

Dombey in his phallic ramrodness simply fears that 

Florence will cut him down to size, before she begins her 

reconstructive project. And, if the truth be known, 

Dombey has much to fear. Zwinger notes that Dombey is 

terrified of his daughter because while a son would help 

him to inscribe him immortally within phallocracy, a 

daughter, especially in her role as little mother, merely 

signals his demise. Florence, in zwinger's terms, is 

abhorrent to Dombey, first, because she blocks the direct 

conduit of pederastic love between him and his son; 

second, because her healthy and thriving presence after 

the death of little Paul is a constantly galling reminder 

of the death of her brother; and third, because she merges 

into a wife/sister unit with the new Mrs. Dombey, who was 

brought into the home for the explicit purpose of creating 

a wedge between Dombey and daughter (Zwinger 30-37), and, 
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I might add, reinstate Dombey into phallocracy by possibly 

producing another son. 17 

In addition to the fear-inspiring aspects above we 

must also remember that Florence is quite the enchanting 

little angel of death both at her mother's and her 

brother's death beds, 18 and as Alexander Welsh in The city 

of Dickens has pointed out, at the figurative death of 

Edith-Granger-Dombey (186). Thus, resisting Florence's 

enfolding femininity is for Dombey nothing short of an act 

of self-preservation, just as her necessary seduction of 

him is her most desperately essential inroad into the 

paternal law. What we have in Dombey and Son, then, is a 

peculiarly patriarchal masquerade--a masked ping-pong game 

within the ubiquitous and all encompassing sex/gender 

system. While the daughter, in Jane Gallop's terms, is 

desperate for her father's approval in order to find a 

small spot within phallocracy, so the father, to safeguard 

his vulnerable, phallocentric posture must, at all cost, 

avoid feminization at the soft hands of his nubile 

daughter. 

In her thought-provoking study "Womanliness as 

Masquerade" Joan Riviere, drawing on Ferenczi, theorizes 

that homosexual men tend to exaggerate their masculinity 

in order to defend themselves against charges of 
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effeminate homosexuality. By the same token, Rivi~re 

suggests that women who fear their own assertiveness role

play behind a mask of exaggerated femininity. Their need 

for patriarchal assurance makes them overplay the 

feminine, take delight in functioning through men, and 

relish being of service to weaker women (208-217). 

Male homosexuality, as Eve Sedgwick informs us, need 

not be genital, but can function as a homosocial power 

system (2-5). Luce Irigary, on the same note, points to 

the "Hommosexual" mapping of a masculine exchange system 

(170-191). In both Rivi~re's and in Irigaray's terms, 

Florence's relation to her father as well as the 

powerful/powerless servant position played by Susan Nipper 

within the father/daughter affinity appear highly 

relevant. It seems to me that in the feisty and 

independent, yet lovingly caring, figure of Susan Nipper 

we see an unmasked Janus figure displaying both the 

vulnerable masculinity of Dombey and the immoderate 

feminini ty of his daughter Florence. 19 Susan Nipper, in 

her servant liminality, within the Dombey familial 

narrative plays both the masculine and the feminine. She 

takes turns as the maternal, the daughterly, and the 

paternal. Her endogamously familial placement makes her a 

perceptive witness of interior family dynamics while her 



exogamous outsider status permits her escape from the 

entrapping Dombeyness. 
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We recall how in an exercise of perverse otherness, 

Susan Nipper instigates and organizes the outing to 

Stagg's Garden, a visit to what Stallybrass and White 

might term the underbelly of lower-class victorian life so 

endlessly fascinating to the bourgeois child (164). Here, 

we remember, that Susan, in Freud's terms, is exercising a 

masculine pursuit of her own pleasure. We recollect that 

Freud in his essay on femininity, after a great amount of 

hesitation, nevertheless places maSCUlinity much closer to 

the active pursuit of the pleasure principle while 

femininity amazes him in its rigidity and unchangeability 

(Freud 1933, 321). We remember too that it is because of 

this outing that Florence gets lost, is kidnapped by "good 

Mrs. Brown," is rescued by Walter, and finally brought 

home by the repentant Susan, who from this moment turns 

maternal and never wavers in her loving support and 

protection of her young mistress. The Stagg's garden 

display of assertiveness serves as a preparatory stage for 

Susan's most dramatic moment, her confrontation with the 

patriarch. It is the moment Susan has prepared for and it 

is a moment when she is singularly at her most maternal 

and at her most powerful--it is a state of being, which, 



as we shall observe, is not lost on the unbending 

patriarch. 

With the day, though not so early as the 
sun, uprose Miss Susan Nipper. There is 
a heaviness in this young maiden's 
exceedingly sharp black eyes that abated 
somewhat of their sparkling, and 
suggested--which was not their usual 
character the possibility of their being 
sometimes shut. There was likewise a 
swollen look about them as if they had 
been crying overnight •.•. In a word, she 
had formed a determination and an 
aspiring one, it being nothing less than 
this--to penetrate to Mr. Dombey's 
presence, and have speech of that 
gentleman alone. (634) 
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Susan approaches her mighty master to plead the case 

of her vilified mistress. She does this with verve, 

courage, and determination, and her efforts are received 

with what appears to be an amazing sense of not only 

appalling antagonism but also an impression of pure 

terror. The starch patriarch behaves as if he had seen a 

ghost. "Mr. Dombey moved his lips as if he were repeating 

the words, but he seemed lost in astonishment at the 

presumption of the young woman as to be incapable of 

giving them utterance" (635). 

Why is the mighty patriarch, the unbending head of 

the house of Dombey, the haughty man of business so 

threatened when confronted with a tale of a servant girl? 

What makes him turn pale with indignation and 
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astonishment? What makes him pull the rope for help? Why 

do we see such a violent paroxysm of rage? What makes him 

allnost foam about the mouth? Where is the dignified 

contempt with which Dombey can attend both business 

associates and a supercilious wife? Why such vehement ire 

at the sight of a mere servant girl who pleads the cause 

of Dombey's long neglected daughter? 

The answers to these questions might lie in Sigmund 

Freud's significant essay "The Uncanny." In his exposition 

of the uncanny, Freud contemplates reasons behind the 

emotions of dread and terror which accompany the feeling 

that we are in the presence of uncanniness and lists a 

number of phenomena which may elicit the emotion. Among 

these are doubts whether an inanimate object is, in fact, 

alive; the appearance of doubles; unaccountably 

coincidental repetitions; wish fulfillments caused by the 

seeming omnipotence of thoughts; and, foremost, the return 

of the repressed. 

The appearance of Susan Nipper before the startled 

patriarch fits Freud's definition of the uncanny and thus 

causes Dombey's seemingly overwrought dread. From the 

patriarch's perception, Susan Nipper, as a servant in the 

Dombey household, is an invisible presence--one could 

easily sayan automaton of chapter one. If need be she is 
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spoken to, but she herself is not permitted to initiate 

speech. Thus, her uninvited presence in Dombey's private 

chamber signals uncanniness. The answer to his brusque, 

"'What do you want? '" with the temerarious, "'If you 

please sir I wish to speak with you,'" puts Dombey into a 

state of uncanny astonishment. When his pulling of the 

rope--a quite transparent phallic marker--brings no 

assistance, Dombey may well feel that the "Nipper," as her 

name implies, has, "with a sharpness that was peculiar to 

herself" (634), succeeded in a castrating maneuver. We 

recall that Susan's intention in approaching Mr. Dombey 

was indeed "to penetrate" him. The great phallocrat has 

been caught in the gaze of the black swollen eyes, which 

Susan fixes "undauntingly on Mr. Dombey's infuriated face" 

(637) .20 The servant has succeeded, at least momentarily, 

in stealing Dombey's phallic primacy. I believe that, in 

a curious sense, Susan Nipper ventriloquizes both the 

repressed (masculine) anger of Florence Dombey and the 

feared (feminine) guilt of the unyielding patriarch. By 

addressing her remarks to "some and all" (636) rather than 

just to Dombey individually, Susan, in a sense, makes 

public exposure of Dombey's inadequacies. This is 

particularly resonant since she points out the parallel 



between Dombey's fatherly negligence and his business 

impotencies. 

"Miss Floy," said Susan Nipper, "is the 
most devoted and most patient and most 
dutiful of daughters, there an't no 
gentleman, no sir, though as great and 
rich as all'the greatest and richest of 
England put together, but might be proud 
of her and would and ought. If he knew 
her value right, he'd rather lose his 
greatness and his fortune piece by piece 
and beg his way in rags from door to 
door, I say to some and all, he would!" 
cried Susan Nipper, bursting into tears, 
"than bring the sorrow on her tender 
heart that I have seen it suffer in this 
house." (636) 

By accusing Dombey of not seeing the value of 

Florence as virginal woman on the patriarchal exchange, 

Susan, so to speak, digs in where this capitalist 

phallocrat will, indeed, hurt most. Lynda Zwinger, 

through her telling of the "contrapuntal" Blimber story 

explains that a daughter in a household bereft of male 

heirs can, as Dr. Blimber's daughter Cornelia does, 

provide her father with a male heir (33-34). Dombey, 

although he eventually succumbs to such an option by, at 

least indirectly, giving his blessings to the 

Florence/Walter union, has never himself, as Susan's 

accusation pinpoints, planned such a useful solution for 
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his daughter, and thus he has neglected not only his 

fatherly but also his capitalist obligations. Dombey has 
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never contemplated the usual phallocratic conduits of 

exchange because the phallocentric obtuseness that covers 

the intense fear of his own repressed femininity is so 

deep that he could no more envision a gain through 

feminine intercession than he could accept Florence's 

tender ministrations. Ironically, Susan's pronouncements 

turn into prophesies, as Dombey soon stands ruined and 

finds his only collateral to be the prodigal daughter. 

As the double both of Dombey's much abused daughter 

and his newly disaffected wife, Susan speaks the voice of 

truth that Dombey has long rejected, and, in Lynda 

Zwinger's terms, indeed opens up Dombey's fears of 

castration. For in Susan's accusing voice Dombey can hear 

the outspoken and unmasked vision of both wife and 

daughter. Susan, in fact, stands before Dombey as the 

feared and punitive maternal. Freud, in his essay on 

"The Uncanny," displays the picture of a neurotic man who 

experiences uncanniness at the sight of the female 

genitalia. Freud interprets the man's fear as a 

repetition syndrome--the familiar is suddenly and 

unexplainably repeated and is uncannily frightening. The 

female genitalia is, after all, Freud reasons, the 

entrance to a man's first home. Thus, the "heimlich"-

"homey" flashes into "unheimlich"--"uncanny." It is such 
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a fear and uncanniness that Dombey experiences, when Susan 

Nipper with her accusations accosts him and the familiar 

little servant girl suddenly becomes the uncannily 

accusing voice of the maternal, the wifely, and the 

daughterly. Dombey and son did not materialize. The son 

died. There is only the feared daughter who so disturbs 

Dombey because she reminds him of his own femininity--his 

castrated state. It is this state of inadequacy that 

Dombey has managed to hide behind his mask excessive 

phallocentric dominance. It is a mask that he drops only 

after his ruin and after Florence has provided him with a 

namesake and secured for herself the position of wife to 

another man. Then and only then Dombey, like other 

Dickensian father figures, stands in need of the loving 

propping up which Florence and her feminized community are 

so willing to provide. 

When Susan Nipper accosts him, Dombey is alone in his 

room no doubt embroiled in self-punishing thoughts. There 

is more than enough for him to brood about--his business 

is in a state of collapse, his newly contracted marriage a 

failure, and his beloved son is dead. Could all this have 

happened because he has mistreated the daughter? 

When Susan appears with her accusations, it certainly 

seems as if the omnipotence of his thoughts may have 
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brought about the deserved and perhaps wished for 

punishment. It is indeed a punishment that soon 

materializes as both wife and daughter abandon the house 

of Dombey. Susan's honest speech appears to have been the 

prelude of Florence's unmasked vision of her father. In a 

scene which mirrors Susan's encounter with her master, 

Florence, after the desertion of Edith, approaches her 

father in his chamber and attempts to comfort him. This 

time Dombey does not ring for help, but rather lifts his 

arm and strikes the helpless intruder across the face. It 

is the moment of pain and revelation for Florence. She 

realizes that the vision of the paternal that she has 

cherished does not exist: 

She did not sink down at his feet; she 
did not shut out the sight of him with 
her trembling hands; she did not weep; 
she did not utter one word of reproach. 
But she looked at him, and a cry of 
desolation issued from her heart. For as 
she looked, she saw him murdering that 
fond idea to which she had held in spite 
of him. (687) 

The daughter of sentiment must, of course, for her 

own protection, locate a more suitable father, which 

indeed she does. Florence escapes to the safety of 

captain cuttle's instrument shop where an avuncular 

sUbstitute father in need of daughterly support awaits the 

perfect glass of grog. Yet curious as it seems, the 
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moment of violence, that patriarchal slap across the face 

with its doubtlessly titillating component, does serve as 

an extraordinarily cutting moment of liberation for the 

daughter of sentiment. Through the slap Dombey, whose 

entire philosophy rests on the doctrine of division and 

separation, cuts off Florence, whose very raison d'etre 

lies in merging and bonding. While, on her own steam, she 

could never have cut herself loose, her father's act of 

violence liberates her. 

Susan Nipper's placement between the seduct.ion of the 

daughter and the terror of the father allows Dickens to 

step back from the alter ego within the the brooding, 

bourgeois, capitalist center of Dombey's austerity into 

the spunky servant persona that defies the world. This is 

the Dickensian avatar seen in the sagacious Sam Weller of 

the Pickwick Papers, the delightful Goodwin presented 

earlier in this chapter, the dauntless Charley Neckett of 

Bleakhouse, or, here in Dombey and Son, in the high

spirited Nipper. By permitting the little servant to 

speak the voice of Dombey's feared and repressed 

femininity Charles Dickens has spoken through his own 

repressed feminine psyche and allowed Susan Nipper to 

emerge as a feminist critic in her own right. 
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My contention is that both sigmund Freud and Charles 

Dickens reflected as well as constructed the cultural 

realities of their times. Both were highly complex 

individuals who, on the one hand, seemed to embody the 

essence of bourgeois patriarchal glory and, on the other 

hand, figure as vulnerable outsiders in the psycho/social 

arrangements of their age. Honored and revered by the 

entire English speaking world, Dickens never quite stopped 

being the grandson of servants--that defenseless twelve-

year old, whose every hope of future glory had so brutally 

been shattered. Long after he had gained fame, Dickens' 

sense of powerlessness haunts the autobiographic fragments 

he sends to Forster. Speaking about his dejected 

childhood self, he says: 

My whole nature was so penetrated wi th 
the grief and humiliation of such 
considerations, that even now, famous and 
caressed and happy, I often forget in my 
dreams that I have a dear wife and 
children; even that I am a man; and 
wander desolately back to that time of my 
life. (Quoted in Ackroyd 68) 

Sigmund Freud, the Jew, permitted to practice his 

profession and to promulgate his ideas, but nevertheless 

functioning in the margins of the culture he shaped, felt 

the necessity to assume a self-abnegating posture in order 

to engender the notions that were to reconstruct western 

thought and re-shape the Judeo/Christian tradition. In a 



letter to Karl Abraham concerning the spread of 

antisemitism in switzerland, Freud writes: 

In my opinion, we have as Jews, if we 
want to cooperate with other people, to 
develop a little masochism and be 
prepared to endure a certain amount of 
injustice. There is no other way of 
working together. You may be sure that 
if I were called Oberhuber my new ideas 
would, despite all the other factors, 
have met with far less resistance. 
(Quoted in Jones 263). 
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Through their inscription of the marginal female 

servant, in her liminally powerful/powerless position, it 

seems to me that both Sigmund Freud and Charles Dickens 

express a great deal of their own vulnerable 

insider/outsider posture. 
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Notes 

I. For the life of Charles Dickens I am mainly indebted to: 
Peter Ackroyd, pickens (London: Sinclair Stevenson, 1990), 
and Edgar Johnson, Charles Dickens: His Tragedy and 
Triumph (Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England: Penguin Books, 
1977), and Mamie Dickens, My Father as I Recall Him (New 
York: Haskell House Publishers Ltd., 1974). 

For the biography of sigmund Freud I principally owe 
credit to Ernest Jones, Sigmund Freud (New York: Basic 
Books Inc., 1961), Philip Rieff, Freud: The Mind of the 
Moralist (New York: The Viking P, 1959), and Sigmund 
Freud, An Autobiographical Study, trans. James Strachey 
(New York: W.W. Norton and Company Inc., 1952). 

2. On Dickens as a social reformer, See W. Walter Crotch, 
Charles Dickens Social Reformer: The Social Teachings of 
England's Great Novelist (London: Chapman and Hall, 1913). 

3. Many of Dickens' biographers claim that Catherine 
Dickens was a passive woman who was happy to have her 
husband in charge of household routines and servant 
management. I believe that the notoriously overbearing 
author probably bullied the timid Kate into submission. 
One could speculate that a system of subtle strategies 
might well have been established early in their marriage 
when Charles Dickens was forced to fire his manservant 
Henry because of some impertinence to the mistress 
(Ackroyd 280). 

4. I am, of course, referring to the well known time of 
childhood despair experienced by Charles Dickens when he 
worked at Warren's Blacking, which he later described in 
his autobiographic fragment and fictionalized in David 
Copperfield. For a thorough account of the incident see 
Edgar Johnson, Charles Dickens: His Tragedy and Triumph 
(Harmondsworth, Middlesex, England: Penguin Books, 1977) 
28-41. 

5. Readers have often noted that the Dic)censian fictional 
grammar seems to pour out from the authorial unconscious. 
Dickens was, for example, surprised when Forster pointed 
out to him that the initials of David Copperfield were the 
same as those of his own name reversed (Johnson 348). 
Elsewhere, as Steven Marcus has shown, Dickens used the 
C.D\D.C. formula and the "alphabet game": in Little Dorrit 
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with Clennam and Dorrit; in The Tale of Two cities with 
Charles Darnay and Carton and Darnay; in "The Battle for 
Life" the two heroines Marian and Grace are both 
alphabetically and thematically linked to Dickens' two 
sisters-in-law--Mary and Georgina. The names Richard, 
Dick, Charles, or Charley also appear strikingly related 
to the life that informs the text. Mr. Dick of pavid 
Copperfield is a dreamer and a writer rescued by the same 
maternal figure (Betsey Trotwood) who delivers David. 
Dick Swiveller in The Old Curiosity ShopL like Charles 
Dickens, becomes the creator of the Marchioness. Little 
Charley, the maid in Bleak House, is. a spunky fighter 
against adversity much in the spirit of young Dickens. 
Perhaps Dickens recorded little Dick, the orphan who dies 
in Oliver Twist, in a self-pitying moment. Richard 
Cars tone is the Chancery ward of Bleak House who is ruined 
through his illusions, and Dick is the blind blackbird of 
Nicholas Nickleby. 

Interestingly, Freud found names significant as 
cracks in the wall of the unconscious. In the case of the 
Rat Man the name "Dick" is the nickname of an English 
cousin of Freud's patient. The Rat Man displayed his 
jealousy for the cousin in a dream in which he saw himself 
as being too fat ("dick" in German) and thought that he 
wanted to get thinner. The thought he had repressed was a 
suicidal wish masquerading as the Rat Man's desire to kill 
"Dick." 

For an interesting discussion of names in Dickens see 
steven Marcus, Dickens: From pickwick to Dombey (New York: 
Basic Books Inc., 1965) 346-347. 

6. Literature abounds with stories of fathers (or brothers) 
who succumb to the attentions of daughters or sisters with 
disastrous results for both father/brother and 
sister/daughter. The example which comes to mind is 
William Faulkner's "A Rose for Miss Emily." Happiness, 
however, is assured when father, in spite of his fears and 
aversions, passes daughter on--as in the fairy tale 
"Beauty and the Beast." On the same theme, Gayle Rubin in 
her essay "The Traffic in Women" draws on Levi-strauss to 
quote from Arapesh: "'What, would you like to marry your 
sister? What is the matter with you? Don't you want a 
brother-in-law? Don't you realize that if you marry 
another man's sister, you will have at least two brothers
in-law, while if you marry your own sister, you will have 
none? with whom will you hunt, with whom will you garden, 
whom will you visit?'" (Rubin 174n). 
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7. The name Samuel, "Shmu-El" in Hebrew, can mean "Listen 
to God" or "His name is God." The name also echoes that of 
Samuel the first judge in Israel. 

8. For a feminist interpretation of the disorderly female 
joke see Natalie Zemon Davis, "Women on Top: Symbolic 
Sexual Inversion and Political Discourse in Early Modern 
Europe," The Reversible World: symbolic Inversion in Art, 
ed. Barbara Babcock (Ithaca and London: Cornell UP, 
1978). 

Using illustrations from both medieval texts and 
figurative art, Davis Zemon contends that the woman 
out-of-place--the virago-harridan, as depicted and laughed 
at in the anti-woman joke--was not always a figure of 
female debasement, but indeed could also function as an 
image of empowerment. It is true, Davis writes, that the 
woman on top joke was used as a carnivalesque trope meant 
to display an upside down world. This was a type of 
disorder that was supposed to release energy through 
laughter, and once the fun was over, permit a return to an 
orderly patriarchal world. Davies Zemon, however, argues 
that crude as the joke was, it also undermined patriarchy 
in that it showed women the possibility of eruptive 
options. 

9. A case in point is the feisty Aunt Betsey Trotwood from 
Dayid copperfield. She enters the story, looking every 
bit as angular as Miggs and very much a humorous 
grotesque--the "discontented f.airy" who vanishes as soon 
as she has realized that a female namesake has not 
appeared. She shows up later as the empowering, bourgeois 
mother SUbstitute who, in spite of all her eccentricities, 
is able to make changes for the better not only in the 
lives of others but in her own disposition, as well. Aunt 
Betsey doesn't fit any of the standard Dickensian 
categories. She is not a kitten, not a virginal beauty, 
not an angel of death, not a shrew, not a dried up 
spinster, and not a good sister. She is, in Victorian 
terms, an unusually independent woman who can be both 
kindly and maternal without the usual buxom attributes. 
10. In Alfred Tennyson' s famous poem "The Lady of 
Shallott," one encounters the female artist who is 
attempting to weave a text of her own imagined autonomy 
but cannot because she is permitted only a distorted 
mirror vision of the world. The lady endeavors to break 
through the mirror to inscribe herself, but can do so only 
through silence and by killing herself into an object of 
art. 
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11. See, for example, John Forster's unsigned review in the 
Examiner, 1848 in Charles Dickens: Dombey and Son and 
Little porrit: A Casebook, ed. Alan Shelston (London: 
Macmillan, 1985), or Alan Pryce-Jones, Afterword to pombey 
and Son (New York and Scarborough, ontario: New American 
Library, 1964). 

12. See note above. 

13. Douglas Jerrold, a one-time close friend and associate 
of Charles Dickens, was a colorful personality who had 
worked as a sailor, an actor, a satirical journalist, and 
a dramatist. His first dramatic success, produced in 
1829, was the comedy Black-Eyed Susan. After the death of 
Jerrold, Dickens was active in organizing benefit 
performances of his friend's plays for the benefit of the 
Jerrold family (Ackroyd 211, 783). 

14. No doubt Agnes of David Copperfield is the best known 
wife/sister representation. cute Ruth Pinch of Martin 
Chuzzlewit, imperious Estella of Great Expectations, and 
Goldenhaired Lucy of The Tale of Two cities are also among 
those who fit the erotically charged sister trajectory. 
In David Copperfield the marriage of Tommy Traddles to the 
excellent Sophy Crewler is much enhanced through the 
presence of Sophy's charmingly giggling sisters. Dickens' 
own matrimonial arrangements were, of course, from the 
start marked with sisterly intrusions. Dickens' 
infatuation with his wife's younger sister, Mary Hogarth, 
has been extensively documented (see, for example, Ackroyd 
239-240). In this context it is worth mentioning Dickens' 
short story "The Haunted Hause," in which the hero dreams 
of a long forgotten childhood during which he reigned as a 
nursery school sultan to a submissive and blushing 
sisterly seraglio (2Bl-282). Freud would certainly have 
something to say regarding wish fulfillment in this dream 
within a dream. It seems that Dickens' libidinal 
longings--reflecting his entire culture--were drawn to a 
Lolita-like eroticised childhood virginality. 

Perhaps I should also mention that Sigmund Freud too 
was involved in putatively platonic but inordinately close 
and intricate relationships with many women: his sister
in-law, Minna Bernays, Marie Bonaparte, Lou Andreas
Salome, Helene Deutsch, Ruth Mack Brunswick, Joan Riviere, 
and Hilda Doolittle. See Lucy Freeman and Dr. Herbert 
Strean, Freud and Women (New York: Continuum, 1987). 



15. Subsequent meetings between Andersen and Dickens, 
though always interesting, were not always so happy. 
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Peter Ackroyd brings notations from Andersen's diary which 
show intriguing glimpses of the trials and tribulations of 
Dickensian life at Gad's Hill. At the end of one of 
Andersen's visits, Dickens evidently described the Danish 
writer, who overstayed his welcome, as "a cross between 
Pecksniff and the Ugly Duckling." See Peter Ackroyd, 
Dickens (London: Sinclair Stevenson, 1990) 781-783. 

16. I am, of course, referring to Mill's famous 1869 essay 
on "The Subjection of Women." Freud translated the essay 
to German and in one of his letters to Martha Bernays 
expressed disapproval of its feminist content (Jones 117-
118). 

17. In this context it is interesting to note that when 
Dombey considers the "matrimonial purchase" of Edith, he 
not only tests all her various accomplishments but also 
makes sure that she is fertile. He finds out from Major 
Bagstock that Edith had a son who drowned (309). 

IL For a discussion of how the woman as "angel in house" 
crosses over to the "memento mori" of the "angel of death" 
see Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar, The Madwoman in 
the Attic: The Woman writer and the Nineteenth CenturY 
Literary Imagination ( New Haven and London: Yale U P, 
1979) 24-27. 

19. There is a distinctly homosocial element in the 
relationships of both Dombey and Carker and of Dombey and 
Bagstock. We recall carker is the toothy manager of 
Dombey's concern who feigns devotion to his employer, but 
actually plays a significant role in the decline of the 
firm as well as in Edith Dombey's desertion of her 
husband. There is a curious attraction/repulsion 
symbiosis between Carker and Dombey, similar to that of 
David Copperfield and Uriah Heep. steven Marcus notes 
that Carker is the artist to Dombey's capitalist and that 
while Dombey is rigid and unbending, Carker is sly and 
manipulative. Both imagine that they use the other while, 
in fact, both are being used (Marcus 1965, 348-351). They 
stand united in a triangular relationship of invigorating 
rivalry over the body of Edith Granger-Dombey. Edith is 
desirable to Dombey because she appears to fit his project 
of contemptuous coldness, while Carker finds her alluring 
since he covets everything owned by Dombey. Bagstock also 
bonds homosocially with the more powerful Dombey and 
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relishes handing over Edith, who is beyond his personal 
reach. For a discussion of bonds of rivalry in homosocial 
relations among men see Eve Kosofsy sedgwick, Between Men 
(New York: Columbia U P, 1985) 21-27. 

'20. In his essay on "The Uncanny" Freud posits the gaze as 
a phallic act and equals blindness with castration (227). 
Luce Irigaray in her re-reading of Freud speaks about the 
phallic gaze as a threat to male libidinal economy. See 
Luce Irigaray, Speculum of the Other Woman, trans. 
Gillian C. Gill (Ithaca and New York: Cornell U P, 1974) 
47-48. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE LADY'S LADY--THE OTHER'S OTHER 

HORTENSE, THE MURDEROUS MAID OF BLEAK HOUSE 

"It is always possible to bind together a 
considerable number of people in love, so 
long as there are other people left over 
to receive the manifestations of their 
aggressiveness." 

Sigmund Freud in civilization and Its 
Discontents. 

"The victim is a person who comes from 
elsewhere." 

Rene Girard in The Scapegoat. 

Then Queen Esther answered saying, 
"If I have obtained your favor, Your 
Majesty and if it please the king, let my 
life be granted to me as my request. And 
my people's as my petition! For we have 
been sold, I and my people, for 
destruction! For slaughter and 
annihilation!" 

The Book of Esther in the Anchor Bible 

"The foreigner lives within us: he is the 
hidden face of our identity." 

Julia Kristeva in Strangers To Ourselves. 
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The Outlandish Animal 

The name Hortense means "A cultivated flower." 

Hortense, the murderous maid of Bleak House, appears, at 

first reading, to have been cultivated for only one 

purpose--to commit murder. Philip Collins in his analysis 

of crime in Dickens argues that Hortense's chief business 

in the novel is to do the nasty work so that characters 

like George Rouncewell or Lady Dedlock, with whom readers 

have established sympathetic involvement, do not have to 

face the horrors of the hangman's noose. Collins' reading 

makes Hortense an appropriate object of display around 

which the brilliant Inspector Bucket, before an attentive 

and suitably impressed audience, can reconstruct his 

ingenious detective work in classic who-done-it style 

(280) • 

Collins argues that Hortense, in her role as 

murderess, never emerges as a full character and has 

plainly been set up as a straw woman. "There is really no 

point," writes Collins, "in her being continental. •• Soon 

after one finishes the story, one has forgotten why she 

killed Tulkinghorn--if indeed one ever quite understood" 

(280).1 Taking issue with Collins' postulate, I believe 

that Dickens, through the inspired invention of Hortense, 



creates an enigmatic presence whose apparently 

impenetrable internal life puts hermeneutic pressure on 

readers forcing them to rethink the central themes, 

images, and patriarchal absolutes of Bleak House. 
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Hortense, My Lady Dedlock's French maid, brought back 

from Paris, where My Lady suffered strenuous ennui, 

arrives at Chesney Wold to discover that her position as 

Lady's maid is jeopardized. Rosa, the beautiful, the 

young, the sweetly domestic, the agreeable, and the 

infinitely more daughterly, is being favored by My Lady. 

Considering Rosa's perfections, who can blame My Lady? 

Rosa is only nineteen, of dimpled cheek (142), dark eyes, 

and dark hair, "fresh in her rosy yet delicate bloom" 

(80); she is surely more appealing than the French woman 

of two and thirty.2 Hortense, the French woman, is a 

large-eyed, brown woman with black hair, 

who would be handsome but for a certain 
feline mouth, and general uncomfortable 
tightness of face rendering the jaws too 
eager, and the skull too prominent. 
There is something indefinably keen and 
wan about her anatomy; and she has a 
watchful way of looking out of the 
corners of her eyes without turning her 
head, which could be pleasantly dispensed 
with--especially when she is in an ill 
humor and near knives. Through all good 
taste of her dress and little 
adornmets ••• like a very neat she-wolf 
imperfectly tamed. (143) 
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cultural paranoia marks Hortense a scapegoat. 

Everything about her signals disturbance and irritation. 

Her ill humor together with a propinquity to cutting 

utensils gestures toward violence. Her "too eager jaws" 

proclaim her a castrator. Her too prominent skull 

indicates troublesome and unfeminine cerebral activity. 

Her strange ability to look about her without turning her 

head makes her curiously unnatural and freakish. Her neat 

and tasteful attire is like a costume worn by an animal (a 

she-wolf imperfectly tamed) trying to pass herself off as 

human. She is the peripheral stranger, a veritable 

compendium of marginality and otherness. As a lady's 

maid, she is an anomaly even in the servant's quarters, 

where governesses and lady's maids occupy a borderline 

space between the gentility of upstairs propriety and the 

lower-class community of downstairs earthiness. As a 

foreigner, Hortense is culturally and linguistically 

displaced. Strange looking and passionate, she is seen 

spying in mirrors to catch a glimpse of who she is and who 

she is becoming (143). Displaced from her favored 

position by little Rosa, she becomes the unemployed and 

the unemployable. She is the rejected daughter. Dickens 

has engraved her liminality, dehumanized, and otherized 



her by drawing her with such animal features as those 

quoted in the previous passage. 
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Dickens' application of animal metaphor throughout 

Bleak House, as the work of Mary Douglas and the 

anthropological studies of Edmund Leach have demonstrated, 

is far from innocent. We remember Mary Douglas' notion of 

the centrality of pollution as a concept that sets up 

taboos to protect that which is culturally treasured. 

Douglas, whose work I referred to in chapter one, 

assigned danger to margins which, in her terms, caused 

change in culturally fundamental experiences such as 

attitudes toward incest or adultery. Demarcations, 

according to Douglas, protect while unclear states and 

persons pollute and attract phobia through their 

contradictory placement (Douglas 121). Edmund Leach's 

insightful analysis of animal categories and verbal abuse 

expands on Douglas' notion of demarcation by showing how 

animal terminology, which Leach understands to be 

culturally specific, establishes and reflects borders 

between the clean and the unclean, the pure and the 

polluted, the sacred and the profane. Leach notes that in 

the seventeenth century during the witchcraft trials, the 

devil often made his appearance in the shape of a dog (God 

spelled backwards) (27). According to Leach, since taboo 
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is the place that overlaps categories, an animal category 

used abusively or derogative1y carries with it a magic 

potency that can be placed within either a sacred or a 

cursed taboo. The tabooed space is the bridge between 

life or death--man and the supernatural. Such a tabooed 

concept may be personified through a monstrously liminal, 

not quite human being. Virgin-mothers, angels, the 

Sphinx, the Minotaur, the mermaid, or the witch all fit 

into such feared or adored transitional categories. 

Using the body as paradigm for body politic, Leach 

shows how bodily secretions such as feces, urine, and 

menstrual blood--because they are, in fact, the body yet 

outside of it and separated from it--appear displaced and 

thus unclean and fall into such a liminal me/not me 

classification. Leach makes the telling point that words 

for body fluids when used within text or lecture format 

always have to be placed in their "Latin envelopes" rather 

than iterated through the common household terminology 

that makes them threatening, dirty, and unmentionable (38-

39).3 Leach has graphically demonstrated his theories by 

constructing cultural grids that demonstrate how those 

socialized in a western system extend their ego

boundries--make others into self--through both sexual 
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intercourse and through eating (36-37). These grids show 

the relationship of self to other as follows: 

Relationships 

Self ••• Sister ••• cousin ••• Neighbor ••• Stranger 

Locality 

Self ••• House ••• Farm ••• Field •.• Far (Remote) 

Animals 

Self ••• Pet ••• Livestock ••• "Game" ••• Wild Animal (36-37) 

Through the above schema, Leach is able to illustrate 

how the incest taboo parallels food prohibition. For 

example, just as the incest taboo forbids sexual relations 

with a sister, the closest category to the self, so it 

also discourages sexual contact with the alien, the 

stranger, the most remote category from the self. This is 

the category Jane Gallop has referred to as the "non

assimilable alterity" (Gallop 1982, 145). By the same 

token, if we accept Julia Kristeva's notion that "A meal 

[is] a nutritive communion" (Kristeva 1991, 11) and that 

eating means incorporating into yourself, or, as Mary 

Douglas has instructed us, food becomes appropriated and 

thus part of the eater's body (Douglas 126), then we 

readily discern how taboo status is imposed on the eating 

of either close animals such as pets (dogs and cats in 

western culture) or remote animals such as tigers, 
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elephants or wolves. Equally inedible are the liminally 

threatening animals such as vermin and rats. Writing 

about the pig, a liminal animal forbidden as food both to 

Jews and Moslems, Stallybrass and White assert that the 

swine was a source of abject repugnance because it never 

became quite tame. It indulged in a filthy habit of 

rolling in the mud to protect its human-like tender skin, 

and it ingested human feces as well as other human refuse 

(45).4 Leach points out that frog's legs are gourmet food 

in France but are "no food at all II in England, and such a 

gastronomic detail has induced the English to insultingly 

name the French, "Frogsl(31). 

Dickens' use of animal categories throughout Bleak 

House follows patterns similar to those suggested by 

Leach. Liminally suspect, morally questionable or 

socially displaced characters are frequently compared to 

animals. Thus the calculating and self-interested lawyer 

Vholes, for example, is matched to a predatory cat (485, 

488), an industrious fox (488), and a blood sucking 

vampire (a supernatural creature who often makes its 

appearance in the shape of a large dog or a wolf) (720). 

Tulkinghorn, whose scavenger skills procure the secrets 

that purchase his power, is in his shabbier moments seen 

as a IIdingy London bird" (514). Poor Mr. Snagsby in his 
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determined protection of a strange, and to him totally 

unfathomable, secret becomes a loyal dog (316) as does Jo, 

whose pathetic existence cannot rise beyond "the animal 

satisfaction of the brute" (199). Grandfather Sma11weed 

with his long nails, veinous long hands, green eyes and 

hidden intentions is a cat-like animal (331), and the 

entire Sma11weed family in their conspiratorial plotting 

"bear likeness to old monkeys with something depressing on 

their minds" (258). Inspector Bucket t in a less admirable 

moment, becomes a tamed lynx (728) while Phil, the devoted 

foot soldier, is likened to "an old dog of some mongrel 

breed who has been considerably knocked about" (765). 

In the case of Lady Ded1ock's froggish maid Hortense, 

we may note that Dickens has compared her to two of the 

forbidden animals on both the too near and on the too far 

side in Leache's grids. Hortense, being feline, is both 

the household kitten and the tiger. She is also a she

wolf imperfectly tamed. She thus stands unabsorbed and 

unassimi1ated in the Ded10ck domain. It certainly seems 

appropriate that Hortense shares qualities with "Lady 

Jane," Krook's cat, whose "natural cruelty is sharpened" 

(54) by her jealousy of Miss F1ite's birds--the same birds 

who are compared to Esther, Richard, and Ada. "Lady 

Jane," like Hortense, is both cat and wolf. "She is sly 
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and full of malice •.• sometimes ••• she is no cat, but the 

wolf of the old saying!! (54). It is fitting that Lady 

Dedlock's secret love letters to Captain Hawdon are 

eventually discovered behind Lady Jane's bed. The 

incriminating letters parallel the missives Hortense later 

sends out to inculpate Lady Dedlock as murderess. I 

believe that the abusive animal analogies are especially 

pertinent in the case of the liminally placed French 

domestic who for five years has witnessed My Lady's most 

private and intimate spaces. She has observed My Lady 

brooding in contemplation of Tulkinghorn's feared visits 

(147). She, no doubt, has seen the mask of aristocratic 

boredom replaced with inchoate alarm. Hovering above her 

lady's face in the mirror, dressed in her lady's discarded 

garments, officiating in her lady's bed-chamber, Hortense, 

in fact, becomes Lady Dedlock's other and darker self. 

We see Hortense double for Lady Dedlock as her 

"brooding face" appears in the "opposite glass" and the 

maid's curious black eyes meet the mirrored face of her 

mistress (146). We see Hortense as an avatar for Honoria 

when in chapter XXII she stands dressed in the veil, 

bonnet, and gown that Lady Dedlock had worn to visit her 

former lover's grave and is identified by Jo as the same 

woman he had taken to the pauper's cemetery. "'Cos,' says 
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Jo with a perplexed stare, 'cos that there's the wale, the 

bonnet, and the gownd. It is her and it an't her'" (282). 

Yet Hortense, as she herself complains, is "'always kept 

at the distance.'" She is the foreigner, the malevolent 

she-wolf, the repellent frog, the scapegoated and 

demonized other. She is "That feline personage, with her 

lips tightly shut and her eyes looking out ••• sideways " 

(517). Theresa Love defines her through an "insatiable 

desire for vengeance" (Love 126). Esther sees her "as 

some woman from the streets of Paris in the reign of 

terror" (286), and thus she obviously presages the 

monstrous Madame Defarge of The Tale of Two cities. 

Hortense, through the process of scapegoating, becomes the 

powerless inverted to powerful. She is introduced to Mr. 

Tulkinghorn by Mr. Snagsby as "'the foreigner'" (515), and 

Guster, the Snagsby's little epileptic maid, takes fright 

at "'the foreigner's looks which are fierce--and a 

grinding manner that she has of speaking--which is 

calculated to alarm a weak mind'" (516). Once Hortense is 

exposed by Inspector Bucket, her feline demeanor grows 

decidedly tigerish. She pants "like a tigress"(652). "She 

snaps her teeth as if her mouth closed with a spring" 

(653). She declares that she would like to tear Mrs. 

Bucket "'limb from limb'" (652). Finally, in malicious 
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triumph and in foreign-tainted English she declares a 

sinister victory over Tulkinghorn, whom she has murdered, 

and Lady Dedlock, whose reputation she has brought to ruin 

and whose death she has indirectly caused. 

"Listen then, my angel" she says after 
several sarcastic nods. " You are very 
spiritual, but can you re-store him 
back to life?" 

Mr. Bucket answers "Not exactly." 
"That is droll. Listen yet one time. 
You are very spiritual. Can you make a 
honourable lady of her?" 
"Don't be so malicious," says Mr. Bucket. 
(652) 

Jacob Korg has shown that Bleak House is a novel 

saturated with the symbolic in which every minor character 

is truly her/him self but also carries a greater and 

significantly symbolic load. Korg illustrates with the 

scene where mad, little Miss Flite invites Esther, Ada, 

and Richard to her room because "'youth, hope and beauty 

are seldom there.'" When Miss Flite shows her young 

visitors her caged birds, we are treated to a forevision 

of Richard's eventual entrapment and to the theme of 

spiritual bondage that permeates the entire narrative 

(Korg 11). In the same manner, our first meeting with the 

feline and wolf-like Hortense not only implies her future 

role as murderess, but also displays the feared nature of 

otherness as exhibited throughout the narrative, so 
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wrapped in fog and smog, and, therefore, so conducive to 

the shaping of liminal states. 5 Indeed, both expulsion and 

entrapment seem to be major thematic intentions of Bleak 

House. surrounding the plot is the entrapping structure 

of the Jarndyce and Jarndyce court-case, which effectively 

sustains a legal brotherhood but destroys those whom it 

was set up to serve. The legalistic frame that coldly and 

impersonally forms and destroys human destinies also 

serves as an apt background for a narrative full of 

outsiders in search of themselves. 

Pursuit Of Selfhood 

Esther, of course, is the prime example of such an 

outsider's quest for selfhood. Long maligned by Dickens 

critics as simpering, insipid, unrealistic, static, 

repellently innocent, and unconvincing, she has been 

rescued by recent analytic readings to be displayed as 

quite a perfect portrait of the psychologically abused 

child growing towards self-abnegating womanhood. 6 Alex 

Zwerdling, in his influential essay "Esther Summerson 

Rehabilitated" considers the representation of Esther to 

be one of Dickens' greatest triumphs. An emotionally 

abused child and an orphan born outside wedlock, she is 
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from early infancy infused with feelings of her own 

worthlessness and the knowledge of having been born under 

the sign of guilt and sin (Zwerdling 94-102). She is told 

that her birthday is an "'evil anniversary'" that has left 

her orphaned and degraded. One of her earliest memories 

is that of her Aunt, Miss Barbary-- an evil fairy-god

mother to Esther's Cinderella--pointing a stern finger at 

the terrified child and declaring: "'Your mother's 

disgrace Esther is your disgrace and you were hers'" (19). 

Early on, Esther is indoctrinated with the notion 

that she is different from other children and that only 

submission, self-denial, and hard work can save her. 

"'You are different from other children, Esther'" says her 

ice-mother/aunt. II 'You were not born, like them, in common 

sinfulness and wrath. You are set apart'" (19). 

Esther, accepts this script as her survival strategy. 

Her modus operandi becomes an erasure of self and a 

dedication to the happiness of others. She feels that the 

space she occupies in her godmother's house really should 

have remained empty (20). She keeps herself "retired and 

quiet" (20). When she meets Conversation Kenge for the 

first time and he asks her questions, she cannot find or 

formulate a voice to answer him, though she tries (23). 

In the carriage to the Misses Donnys' school, she cannot 



find a voice to answer the kind gentleman who offers her 

cakes that are "too rich" for an impoverished soul like 

hers (24-25). 
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Throughout her narration she continues to apologize 

for "being obliged to write all this about myself! As if 

this narrative were of my life" (27). Zwerdlinger points 

out that Esther's self-concept is so weakened that she can 

never truly believe any of the compliments showered on 

her, but writes them down to gain a degree of reification 

(Zwerdlinger 94-97). Q.D. Leavis in her penetrating 

analysis of Esther brings a note of authenticity to her 

examination by referring to an article on illegitimacy 

published by "one of our most responsible newspapers." A 

correspondent to the said newspaper confirmed Dickens' 

awareness of the predicaments of illegitimacy by writing: 

"I am illegitimate and have been in social work for twenty 

years, so I have had ample opportunity to study the 

problem. I have noticed one point above all: whatever 

their background or experience, illegitimates seem to feel 

the need to apologize for their existence"(157n). 

Such a need for constant self-deprecation which 

exceeds the "normal" feminine self-degradation expected of 

Victorian heroines is ever present in Esther's assurances 

that she is not clever, and that she is not pretty; in her 
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need to mother younger girls; and in her certainty that 

she is not really worthy of Allan Woodcourt's love. When 

Esther buries her doll she unconsciously also inters and 

overcomes her last childish longings for self-indulgence. 7 

From this moment onward she will think only about the 

welfare of others and perhaps through such altruism "win 

some love for myself if I could" (20). Esther's discovery 

of who her mother is does not end her search for identity, 

but perhaps even intensifies it. Her newly discovered 

mother is a lady who cannot acknowledge her daughter 

without endangering her own carefully constructed social 

persona. Thus Esther remains an orphan, a servant, a 

liminal between socio/cultural terrains. In a curious 

sense, Esther becomes more her newly discovered mother's 

mother than her daughter. She comforts and consoles the 

penitent Lady Dedlock who, having removed her Lady's mask 

of haughtiness, cries for forgiveness at her daughter's 

feet (449). Marked by her mother's shame Esther, like her 

biblical namesake, the orphan queen, conquers and 

manipulates through perfect submission and only thus gains 

the keys to the kingdom of the cupboards. Indeed, 

Esther's correspondence to the Persian queen is noted by 

inspector Bucket when he tells her, "'When a young lady is 

as mild as she is game and as game as she's mild, that's 



all I ask, and more than I expect. She then becomes a 

Queen and that's about what you are yourself'" (704). 

While many critics have pointed out that ,Esther 

Summerson is the "summer sun" in whose warming rays 
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familial communion is repaired, it must be noted that had 

she been legitimate, her name would, of course, have been 

Hawdon, and it is the enigma of "how she was done" and who 

she is that truly concerns Esther. In an uncanny moment 

Esther is strongly aware of her own doubleness and 

unstable identity. Walking the London streets one dark 

night on the way to Jenny's house she says, 

I had for a moment an indefinable feeling 
of myself as being something different 
from what I then was. I know it was then 
and there that I had it. I have ever 
since connected the feeling with that 
spot and time to the distant voices of 
the town, the barking of a dog and the 
sound of wheels coming down the miry 
hill. (380) 8 

Soon, after this state of confusion, she enters the 

brickmaker's cottage where Jo's puzzlement with her veiled 

appearance conflates Esther's identity with that of Lady 

Dedlock and the lady's French maid, Hortense. The sick 

and fearful orphan Jo, who has previously been visited by 

the seemingly identical apparitions of mistress and maid, 

sees in Esther yet another such identical lady/maid. The 

uncanny vision merges, in Jo's sick mind, with the fear of 
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death and he calls out, "The lady there. She's come to 

get me to go along with her to the berryin ground. I 

won't go to the berryin ground. I don't like the name of 

it. She might go berry in me" (381). Later when Jo runs 

away and Esther with Charlie catch up with him, he is 

again overwhelmed by the tripled uncanniness and pitifully 

asks: "'If she ain't the t'other one [Lady Dedlock), she 

ain't the forrenner [Hortense). Is there three of 'em 

then?'" (383). Thus, Jo has turned Esther into a copy of 

the lethal Hortense--angel in the house turning into angel 

of death. 9 

The tripling of Esther with Hortense and Lady Dedlock 

is perhaps most pronounced in the chapel scene in chapter 

eighteen. Esther, with her guardian, is visiting 

Mr. Boy thorn's estate, a property adjacent to Chesney 

Wold. On Sunday she attends services at the local chapel 

and is able to observe the Dedlocks and their retinue in 

attendance. The scene is particularly intriguing because 

although Esther's consciousness records the events, her 

view also sets down the observation posts of others. 

Primary among these is the "young fisherman" whose look of 

desire focuses on Rosa, the pretty little maid, who 

responds by looking away and with the culturally 

appropriate blush. Esther herself becomes the spectacle 
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for a lengthy examination of Lady Dedlock's intent look, 

and it becomes transparent that the lady may unconsciously 

recognize her illegitimate daughter. Hortense, whose 

guarded scrutiny of curious malice is displayed in her 

unwavering watch of all the watchers, is herself being 

noted by Esther, who observes that "one face, and not an 

agreeable one, though it was handsome, seemed maliciously 

watchful of this pretty girl [Rosa], and indeed of 

everyone and everything there. It was the Frenchwoman's" 

(224). Unconsciously, Esther has, of course, reached out 

to Lady Dedlock as her mother and, thus she, just like 

Hortense, is jealous of the daughterly spot usurped by 

Rosa. In fact, it is this her own feeling of envy which 

so unnerves the angelic Esther when she tells us that she 

"was conscious of being distressed even by the observation 

of the French maid, though I knew she had been looking 

watchfully here, and there" (225). In the French maid, 

Esther unconsciously recognizes her own repressed hurt and 

anger, as well as her own painful outsider position. lO 

In his essay "The Uncanny" Sigmund Freud argues that 

the feeling of uncanniness is, no doubt, related to the 

fearful and 

to what arouses dread and horror; equally 
certain, too, the word is not always used 
in a clearly definable sense, so that it 
tends to coincide with what excites fear 
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in general •••• The uncanny is that class 
of frightening which leads back to what 
is known of old and long familiar •••• We 
must content ourselves with selecting 
those themes of uncanniness which are 
most prominent, and with seeing whether 
they too can fairly be traced back to 
infantile sources. These themes are all 
concerned with the phenomenon of the 
double. (Freud 1919, 219, 220, 234) 

Esther's fear when she first sets eyes on Lady 

Dedlock captures such a state of dreaded uncanniness 

leading back to her earliest childhood memories, and 

connected to the double: 

Shall I ever forget the rapid beating at 
my heart, occasioned by the look I met, 
as I stood up! Shall I ever forget the 
manner in which those handsome proud eyes 
seemed to spring out of their languor, 
and to hold mine! It was only a moment 
before I cast mine down--released again, 
if I may say so--on my book; but I knew 
the beautiful face quite well, in that 
short space of time. And very strangely, 
there was something quickened within me 
associated with the lonely days at my 
godmother's; yes, away even to the days 
when I had stood on tiptoe to dress 
myself at my little glass, after dressing 
my doll. And this, although I had never 
seen the lady's face before in all my 
life--I was quite sure of it--absolutely 
certain ••• But why her face should be in a 
confused way like a broken glass to me, 
in which I saw scraps of old 
remembrances; and why I should be so 
fluttered and troubled (for I was still), 
by having casually met her eyes; I could 
not think. ( 224-225) 
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The dread which overcomes Esther is, in Freud's 

terms, the repressed memory of her mother, and the 

repressed longings for maternal warmth of which she was 

deprived. Esther instantly recognizes the proud face, 

because it is also her own face. On a realistic level, 

Dickens has made this amply clear by having Mr. GUPPY, who 

has met Esther and been much impressed by her, "recognize" 

the portrait of Lady Dedlock. Later George Rouncewell 

also "recognizes" Esther because she reminds him of 

captain Hawdon. Evidently Esther looks like both of her 

parents. On another level, however, Esther recognizes 

Lady Dedlock because the proud Lady is the unassuming and 

self-effacing orphan's other self. Just as Hortense 

figures Esther's repressed anger, so Lady Dedlock 

signifies Esther's repressed ambition and pride. Just as 

Snow White's ambitious step-mother, who is the repressed 

voice of saintly and subdued Snow White, must be disposed 

of so that the passive daughter can assume her culturally 

enshrined role; just as Bertha Mason, who is Jane Eyre's 

repressed voice of rage, must burn herself out, so 

Esther's voices of pride and anger will both have to die 

before the kitchen eidolon can tranquilly officiate in her 

domestic arrangements. J1 
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"'Did Lady Dedlock's face accidentally resemble my 

godmother's?"! (225), Esther asks herself. This is, of 

course, quite probable, but through her mother Esther also 

identifies and acknowledges an unconscious aspect of her 

psychological selfhood. She verifies as much when she 

says, 

I--I little Esther Summerson, the child 
who lived a life apart, and on whose 
birthday there was not rejoicing--seemed 
to arise before my own eyes, evoked out 
of the past by some power in this 
fashionable lady, whom I not only 
entertained not fancy that I had ever 
seen, but whom I perfectly well knew I 
had never seen before. ( 225) 

Esther, however, is only one of the many dislocated 

characters, in Bleak House, searching for origins. The fog 

that greets us in chapter one and interfuses the entire 

novel serves as a cover for many other hidden searches and 

lost identities. Lady Dedlock, within her guilt and fear, 

is desperately trying to hide the stain of her irrevocable 

mistake and remains perpetually masked in her arrogance. 

Sir Leicester Dedlock belongs to an excrescent class and 

cannot grasp the fluid social realities which have marked 

him redundant. Mr. Tulkinghorn--skullking, royal, and 

phallic as his name implies--manipulates his way to power 

but finds himself forced to play the part of a servant 

placed "at the corners" of the tables of the mighty (14). 
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Treated with both aristocratic deference and disdain, he 

hides behind the mask of "steward of the legal nlysteries, 

the butler of the legal cellars of the Oedlocks" (14). 

Mr. Rouncewell, the successful ironmaster in search of a 

more prominent social identity in the newly fluid world of 

opportunities, finds himself, by having to oppose Sir 

Leicester and by doing battle with the spheres that once 

defined him. 

Bleak House proliferates with abandoned children in 

search of selfhood: Esther, of course, but also Charley, 

Richard, Ada, Mrs. Jellyby's brood--particularly Caddy, 

Prince Turveydrop, Guster, and, foremost Jo, that 

preeminent paradigm of lost and abandoned orphanhood, who 

feels he has no business knowing anything or being 

anywhere. In this register of outsiders Hortense, the 

French maid, is perhaps the most conspicuous and 

unsettling. She is not only the traditionally lascivious 

French woman among the English, or the displaced stranger, 

she actually dares to threaten phallocracy and to fulfill 

her threats against patriarchal institutions. 

Hortense appears in Mr. Tulkinghorn's chambers just 

as he seems most phallically enshrined. The valiant 

Roman, surely a symbol of masculinist might, protects him 
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from his all-seeing celestial placement. Phallic markers 

like keys, candles, and noses abound. 

That importunate Roman who is forever 
toppling out of the clouds and pointing 
is at his old work pretty distinctly •••• 
Mr. Tulkinghorn takes a small key from 
his pocket, unlocks a drawer in which 
there is another key, which unlocks a 
chest in which there is another , and so 
comes to the cellar key. (517) 

When Hortense takes no notice of his intention to dismiss 

her, the keys, asserting Tulkinghorn's patriarchal power, 

are again put to work: 

Look mistress this is the key of my wine
cellar. It is a large key, but the keys 
of prisons are larger. In this city, 
there are houses of correction ••• the 
gates of which are very strong and heavy 
and no doubt the keys too. I am afraid 
a lady of your spirit and activity would 
find it an inconvenience to have those 
keys turned upon her for any length of 
time. What do you think? (519) 

Hortense answers both in her own voice and in the 

unconscious voice of her mistress with, "'I think that you 

are a miserable wretch'" (519). Upon which Tulkinghorn 

blows his nose and again threatens prison. Hortense, 

however, remains intrepid. 12 She has a fear-inspiring body 

language of her own: 

At times there is a suddenness in the 
manner of Mademoiselle Hortense so like a 
bodily spring upon the subject of it, 
that such subject involuntarily starts 
and falls back. It is Mr. Tulkinghorn's 
case at present though Mademoiselle 
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Hortense with her eyes almost shut up 
(but still looking out sideways), is only 
smiling contemptuously and shaking her 
head. (517) 

Hortense accuses the patriarch of having been "'mean and 

shabby'" (517). She contemptuously throws the two 

sovereigns with which he had thought himself able to buy 

her off, at his feet. She tells him that she is "very 

rich in hate" (518). She growls that she is "'en-r-r-r

raged'" (518). She threatens to come again and again 

until he finds her employment as he has promised to do, 

and when he again threatens with prison, all the while 

displaying his power by "illustrating with the cellar-key" 

(519), she says that she will show him, and leaves without 

a glance backward (520). Clearly Hortense has disrupted 

and polluted patriarchal order. Her monstrous liminal and 

marginal state makes her dangerous, threatening, and 

contaminating to patriarchal order. As the monstrously 

overpowering body in patriarchy, she must be disposed of 

and indeed she is. 

The Persecution Story 

Contemplating the otherness of Hortense, we might 

well reflect on Rene Girard's thesis of the text of 

prejudice. Girard exposes four classically recurring 
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phenomena in such a text. First there is confusion, 

pollution or convolution. Next, we have a social crisis, 

then, a battle between good and bad influences, and lastly 

a victim is found and expurgated. The victim carries a 

sign of foreignness or deformity, is completely helpless 

but appears sinister and in possession of mysterious 

powers. with the destruction of the victim, a state of 

normalcy is restored (Girard 31-33). 

According to Girard, the scapegoats are chosen simply 

because they carryall the appropriate "victim signs." In 

order for a healing reconstruction to take place, the 

chosen scapegoats must be destroyed or banished from the 

community they have polluted (31-33). 

Hortense, the murderous maid of Bleak House certainly 

seems a compendium of "victim signs" suited to Rene 

Girard's persecution story. She is a stranger, she is 

marginal and helpless yet somehow is made to appear 

ominous and menacing. She is the polluting agent, the 

foreigner, the other. She has been dressed by Dickens in 

all the "victim signs" in order to function as his 

villain. Let us investigate whether Girard's additional 

elements also illuminate the construction of Bleak House. 

J. Hillis Miller has shown how the universe of Bleak House 

consists of the "broken down," the dirty, and the 
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"disorderly." Everything is wrapped in fog oozing in mud, 

permeated with germs, neglect, or putrescence (Miller 74). 

The legal system, with its bloated mechanism of 

inefficiencies and procrastinations, is part of the moral 

pestilence and creeping contagion that metaphorically 

begins in the fog; it moves on through purposelessness and 

social alienation toward the contagious illness that links 

high and low in a common and oppressive social 

organization. Thus, Bleak House certainly fulfills the 

first dimension of the Girardian script which calls for 

chaos and confusion. A crisis--the third stage--occurs 

with Lady Dedlock's discovery that her former lover is 

still alive. It is enlarged on by captain Hawdon's 

subsequent death, and Lady Dedlock's disguised journey to 

his grave-side. It is from these three critical events 

that the rest of the complex plot structure radiates. 

The battle between good and evil--the fourth stage of 

Girard's schema--ensues in Tulkinghorn's remorseless cat 

and mouse game with Lady Dedlock, an undertaking that in 

one way or another touches the lives of many others of 

the Bleak House dramatis personae and is completed with 

Inspector Buckets' seeming mastery of Hortense. 

Ultimately, the demonized scapegoat--Hortense--is 

expurgated and the healing in the small Bleak House of 
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Doctor Woodcourt and his supportive little Esther 

Summerson (the forever mild summer) may begin. Dickens 

accomplishes the demonization of Hortense through the 

Freudian concept of "the narcissism of minor difference," 

which we referred to in chapter one. In his essay 

"civilization and its Discontents," we recall, Freud 

defines the concept as a feature of human nature which 

allows people to find an outsider to blame for their 

despair. It is always possible to unite a group, Freud 

writes, as long as there is another group onto which 

angers and aggressions can be channeled. Freud mentions 

nations bordering on each other--the spaniards and the 

Portuguese, the English and the scotch--who continue long 

standing feuds and have extensive traditions of ridiculing 

each other (Freud 1930, 68). The English and the French, 

of course, also have such a tradition. In a typically 

savage joke, Freud adds that the Jews in their centuries 

old role as scapegoats have done the world a favor (68). 

Dickens has succeeded in demonizing Hortense by 

making her so very like the jaundiced English vision of 

what it means to be French. By doing so he instantly 

plugs into the Freudian "narcissism of minor difference" 

as well as to a long-standing English literary convention 

of French villainy. The lascivious Celine and the mad 
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Bertha of Charlotte Bronte's Jane Eyre, the overbearing 

yet attractive Madame Beck of Villette, the flawed, if 

charming, Becky Sharp of Thackeray's yanity Fair, the 

villainous Monsigneur Rigaud of Dickens' Little Dorrit are 

just a few of the literary villainous French who come to 

mind. Dickens accomplishes much the same kind of 

demonization in Oliver Twist when he chooses to make his 

arch-villain, Fagin, a Jew. steven Marcus in his fine 

analysis of Fagin claims that there is really nothing 

Jewish about the representation of Fagin. Fagin, Marcus 

writes, ignores Jewish dietary laws, does not speak with a 

particularly Jewish intonation, does not seem to belong to 

any kind of Jewish community, and is not interested in 

receiving consolation from the "venerable men of his own 

persuasion" who visit him in his death cell (Marcus 1965, 

359). What Marcus, in his desire to portray Fagin as a 

universal castrating father figure, chooses to downplay is 

that by simply naming Fagin Jewish and of constantly 

referring to him as "the Jew," Dickens opens up a 

reverberating chamber of offensive bigotry dating back to 

the meshed web of language, culture, and custom of the 

middle ages, when the devil of the Christian morality 

plays referred to "his friends the Jews. ,,13 Jews, in the 

popular morality plays, were portrayed as Satan's loyal 
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servants, and the devil was frequently seen writing with 

Jewish blood (Trachtenberg 21). In the Christian medieval 

view, Jews were well aware that Christ's coming had been 

predicted in their bible. Therefore, their stubborn 

refusal to accept what they surely knew to be the crystal 

clear truth could only be attributed to their lack of 

humanity. The Jews did not accept Jesus simply because 

they were Satan's children and not human--they were 

diabolic creatures going against the grain of human 

experience and psychology (15-17).~ 

Fagin, of course, is the red-headed demonized Jew of 

myth and legend, the poisoner of wells, and the killer of 

Christian children. In English literature, too, From 

Chaucer's prioress through Marlowe's Jew of Malta to 

Shakespeare's Shylock Jews have endured a lengthy and 

complex process of demonization. The prioress tells a 

much repeated story when she reports that "'Oure firstee 

foo, the serpent Sathanas / That hath in Jewes herte his 

waspes nest'" (Chaucer 476). 

Dickens then simply plugs into this resonance of 

collective vilification without having much need to 

Judaize Fagin. The simple word "Jew" does all the work 

for him. Like Hortense, Fagin is otherized by being 
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satanic affinity--the serpent. 

The mud lay thick upon the stones, and a 
black mist hung over the streets; the 
rain fell sluggishly down, and everything 
felt cold and clammy to the touch. It 
seemed just the night when it befitted 
such a being as the Jew to be abroad. As 
he glided stealthily along creeping 
beneath the shelter of ·the walls and 
doorways, the hideous old man seemed like 
some loathsome reptile engendered in t.he 
slime and darkness through which he 
moved; crawling forth by night, in search 
of some rich offal for a meal. (186) 
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Fagin is not referred to by name. He is simply "the Jew." 

He is a "being" rather than a member of humanity. Cold 

and clammy he moves snakelike across the town, surely on 

the devil's errand on such a night as would keep 

Christian souls close to the comforts of hearth, home, and 

common humanity. Julia Kristeva, in her analysis of 

Celine's anti-semitism, also notes that the French writer 

uses animal analogies in his vilification of the Jews, 

comparing them to dogs "that tear away a few goodies each 

day ••• they go delirious on carrion" (Kristeva 1982, 185). 

Angus Wilson, in his introduction to the Penguin edition 

of Oliver Twist, is one of the many critics who have 

pointed out that Fagin is the devil personified (A. 

Wilson 1966, 23-24). Wilson notes that Fagin is referred 

to as the "merry old gentleman" a term frequently used as 
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Oliver's window in the seemingly safe country cottage, 

increases his fiendish qualities. Fagin, is able to 

track Oliver everywhere (Wilson 23). That Oliver feels 

this as supernatural power is clear in dread of the 

passage below: 

Good God! what was that, which sent the 
blood tingling to his heart, and deprived 
him of his voice, and of power to move! 
There--there--at the window--so close 
before him, that he could have almost 
touched him before he started back: with 
his eyes peering into the room and 
meeting his: there stood the Jew! (311) 

The supernatural effect is further intensified when no 

traces of footsteps can be found to track the escaping 

demon. 15 
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Dickens' gentle Jew, Riah, in Our Mutual Friend, was 

created as a peace offering to the troubled Mrs. Davies 

who had complained to Dickens' that his portrayal of Fagin 

had helped to nurture anti-semitic sentiments (Johnson 

503-504). He is a venerable, noble-natured, scrupulously 

honest and quite unbelievable character. 16 In spite of his 

protestations to Mrs. Davis, Dickens evidently could not 

imagine "Jew" as normal "man" any more than he could 

envision "woman" as right and reasonable "human." Riah, 

whom Jenny calls "fairy-god-mother," is not only feminized 

and servantized, he is also quite angel-in-the-housish and 



the house-bound angel of death, to boot. 17 Here Dickens 

feeds into the collective fantasy of the demonizing 

process. There was a belief in the middle ages that 

Jewish males, as well as females, menstruated 

(Trachtenberg 50). Riah addresses his unscrupulous 
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employer as "Generous Christian Master" (328). He bows 

his head before Fledgeby and raises it only when spoken to 

(328). Riah keeps a restful roof garden where Jenny and 

Lizzie can visit him and enjoy the fresh air. The garden 

is so close to the heavens that the spiritual Jenny sees 

it as a direct launching point to a better world and she 

perceives Riah as a kind of guide to the hereafter: 

"Ab!" said Jenny. "But it is so high. 
And you see the clouds rushing on above 
the narrow streets, not minding them, and 
you see the golden arrows pointing at the 
mountains in the sky from which the wind 
comes, and you feel as if you were 
dead •••• " 

"How do you feel when you are dead?" 
asked Fledgby much perplexed. 
"Oh so tranquil" cried the little 
creature, smiling ••.• 

Her eyes fell on the old man, who, with 
his hands folded, quietly looked on. 
"Why it was only just now," said the 
little creature pointing at him, "that I 
fancied I saw him come out of his grave! 
He toiled out at that low door so bent 
and worn, and then he took his breath and 
stood upright, and looked all round him 
at the sky, and the wind blew upon him, 
and his life down in the dark was overl--
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Till he was called back to life" she 
added, looking around at Fledgeby. (334) 

There is reciprocity between Riah's idealization and 

Fagin's demonization, and just as Fagin is demonized 

through the steadfastly reiterated label, Jew, and as Riah 

is feminized and servantized through his gentle 

Jewishness, so Hortense, the French maid, is made a witch 

through her foreignness or Frenchness. In almost every 

statement that debases or denigrates her, the Frenchness 

or the foreignness is referred to. contemplating his 

encounter with mademoiselle, Mr. Snagsby reports, "I never 

had an idea of a foreign female, except as being formerly 

connected with a bunch of brooms and a baby or at present 

with a tambourine and ear-rings" (516). His remarks make 

Hortense a gypsy, a beggar, a conceivable baby-thief, a 

broom-seller, but also a possible broom riding hag. An 

innkeeper's wife feels that Hortense's walk through the 

grass may be a fancied walk through blood (231) and the 

following day when Hortense approaches Esther in search of 

employment, Esther, we recall, is reminded of 

revolutionary terrors (286). Esther at this particular 

moment is uncharacteristically decisive. She 

unhesitatingly and bluntly dismisses the French maid's 

earnest plea for employment and ignores Hortense's 

promises of devotion. Is it possible that little Esther, 
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who showed nothing but kindness and forbearance towards 

the repentant Lady Dedlock, is complicit in the culturally 

inscribed degradation of this lower-class mother 

sUbstitute? 

The Lethal Connection 

In her perceptive study of the "lethal ladies" in the 

Book of Judges, Mieke Bal points out that, in the context 

of this tale of "private and public warfare," men appear 

to murder innocent daughters while women kill heroes and 

military leaders (Bal 1-3). Men, it appears, kill openly, 

making sacrifice of an "other" to appease the male deity, 

while women, in underhanded fashion, kill either as a 

gesture of betrayal or as a sign of "anti-mothering." 

Delilah, in her betrayal of Samson to his enemies, serves 

as an example of the first, while Yael, who through a 

maternal gesture ensnares the exhausted Sisera by offering 

him shelter and milk and later brutally murdering him, 

signals the second (Bal 24-27). I find Bal's story of 

Pelah, the name she has chosen for the unnamed destroyer 

of Abimelech, most fascinating and perhaps most relevant 

to the case of Hortense. 
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Pelah, in Balls interpretation of the Bible story, 

throws a millstone from a tower and thus kills Abimelech 

and prevents his victory over her people. In Balls 

reading Pelah is an avenging mother who lifts the stone 

when all other women in the fortress sit passively and 

while the men are throwing small children over the 

ramparts in order to appease a deity that seems to favor 

the enemy. Mieke Balls project is underlined by Nina 

Auerbach who, in Woman and the Demon, assigns a place of 

redemptive power to such "lethal ladies" and female 

monstrosities as Lilith, Medea, Pandora, Circe, and Lady 

MacBeth. They are in Auerbachls terms "fiery 

doppelgangers" speaking the word and doing the deed that 

their pale and angelic sisters--the household eidolons or 

well bred ladies written out of the plot of anger--cannot 

do (63-108). 

"IThese women were created to give trouble, the whole 

earth over, I" proclaims Mr. Tulkinghorn, the arch 

patriarch of Bleak House. "IThe Mistress not being enough 

to deal with, here is the maid now! III (517). The 

misogynist lawyer makes no distinction in varieties and 

degrees of servitude. He adopts the postulate we noted in 

chapter one, namely that the servant position encompasses 

all women and is perceived as naturally linked to 
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femaleness. Mr. Tulkinghorn drives Lady Dedlock to her 

death and terrifies Esther with his threats of disclosure. 

The "fiery doppelganger" however cannot so easily be 

either frightened or subdued. Like Mieke Bal's Pelah who 

throws the millstone, Hortense fires the shot which 

destroys the enemy. set up as a scapegoat, Hortense 

nevertheless also acts out the role of the avenger. In 

Little Dorrit Dickens assigns such a multiple and 

paradoxical role to Miss Wade, the deranged governess. In 

a complex, unreliable narration Miss Wade tells the story 

of her own failure to adjust to social norms, while 

through the fault lines of her narration she displays the 

injustice of such norms. Similarly, Hortense, the 

murderous maid of Bleak House, even as she kills and poses 

as scapegoat also exposes the exploding combustion engine 

of repressed female rage and passion. Lady Dedlock, 

speaking about Tulkinghorn, in terror tells her new-found 

daughter that 

"He [Tulkinghorn] is indifferent to 
everything but his calling. His calling 
is the acquisition of secrets, and the 
holding possession of such power as they 
give him with no sharer or opponent in 
it." (520) 

Esther, who participates in her mother's terror, writes 

that she 
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"could not approach her [Lady Dedlock] or 
communicate with her in writing, for my 
sense of peril in which her life was 
passed was only to be equalled by my 
fears of increasing it. Knowing that my 
mere existence as a living creature was 
an unforeseen danger in her way, I could 
not conquer the terror of myself which 
had seized me when I first knew the 
secret. (521) 

Hortense, however, is the cixousian Medusa 18 who, returning 

the patriarchal gaze, first threatens Tulkinghorn with an 

"I will prove you" (521) and finally subdues even the 

intrepid inspector Bucket with her, "You can do as you 

please with me. It is but the death" (653). 

Victim, monster, repressed voice of rage, or figure 

of female courage and integrity--the representation of 

Hortense, the murderous maid of Dickens' Bleak House, in 

her psychological opposition to phallic order, is not a 

figure easily dismissed. 
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Notes 

I. It is generally assumed among critics that the character 
of Hortense was based on the Belgian servant Maria Manning 
who, together with her husband, was hanged on November 13, 
1849. The Mannings were found guilty of killing their 
lodger, Patrick O'Connor, whose body they buried in 
quicklime under their kitchen floor. The execution was 
probably the most infamous of the century since it was the 
first time since 1700 that a husband and wife were 
executed together. In addition, Maria Manning's 
theatrical behavior during the trial when she shouted at 
the judge about what she perceived as lack of justice in 
England naturally attracted ghoulish spectator interest. 
According to Col·lins and others Dickens probably attended 
the execution (Collins 235). 

2. It is highly appropriate that Dickens has chosen this 
liminal age for Hortense, since it certainly underscores 
her vulnerability. At thirty-two, she is, by victorian 
standards, past her first bloom and with reduced chances 
for marriage. We might recall Freud's cheerless 
indictment of the age: 

A man of about thirty strikes us as a 
youthful, somewhat unformed individual, 
whom we expect to make powerful use of 
the possibilities for development opened 
up to him by analysis. A woman of the 
same age, however, often frightens us by 
her psychical rigidity and unchange
ability. Her libido has taken up final 
positions and seems incapable of 
exchanging them for others. There are no 
paths open to further development; it is 
as though the whole process had already 
run its course and remains thenceforward 
insusceptible to influence--as though, 
indeed, the difficult development to 
femininity had exhausted the possibi
lities of the person concerned. (Freud 
1933, 321) 

Hortense's vanishing chances for marriage make her 
desperate act more plausible since without employment her 
situation is most problematic. Unlike Susan Nipper of 
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Dombey and Son, Peggotty of payig Copperfield, or Higgs 
in Barnaby Rudge, who, when dismissed, were able to appeal 
for at least temporary shelter with a brother or sister, 
Hortense, it appears, has no family. We recall that 
Hortense ostensibly murders Tulkinghorn because he reneges 
on his promise to help her find a new situation. Such a 
cause clearly appeared insufficient to the servant 
employing class, intended as audience for the novel as 
well as to the narrator. From our late twentieth century 
reading perspective we are, however, intensely aware of 
the precarious position of the victorian servant who, 
without a character, would have no recourse to earning a 
living outside of prostitution (Horn 134). In her 
discussion of servant misdoings and misdemeanors, Pamela 
Horn indeed brings several examples of servants who murder 
their master as a result of the kind of high-handed and 
contemptuous treatment which Tulkinghorn bestows on 
Hortense (Horn 133-148). 

3. In this context we might recall Freud's use of Latin as 
an escape from overly explicit terminology, as mentioned 
in chapter two. 

4. For a discussion of the pig as tabooed hybrid category 
see Peter Stallybrass and Allon White The Politics and 
Poetics of Transgression. (Ithaca: Cornell U P, 1986) 27-
79. 

5. Many critics have noted that Dickens had already 
paralleled fog with the chaos of legal systems in The 
pickwick Papers where the unscrupulous lawyer team is 
named Doddson and Fogg. See, for example, F.R and Q.R. 
Leavis, Dickens the Novelist (New Brunswick: Rutgers U P, 
1979) 124 n2. 

6. See, for example, Robert A. Donovan (1962), "Structure 
and Idea in Bleak House" Twentieth Century Interpretations 
of Bleak House (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, Inc., 
1968) 31-45. George Henry Lewes, who called the 
representation of Esther "a monstrous failure" (Lewes 
65); George Brimley's review in the Spectator of September 
24, 1853, (923-25). The Brimley essay is reprinted in the 
criticism section of the Norton critical edition of Bleak 
House (933-937). In the same section (937-941) an 
anonymous review from the Examiner of october 8, 1853, 
lambasts Ester's naivete and "artificial tone." Donovan 
reads Esther as a priggish little goody-two-shoes, a sort 
of household eidolon in a murky Bleak House. He finds her 
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self-abnegating disclaimers false and her modesty 
hypocritical. Brimly sardonically notes that a girl like 
Esther could never write her own memoirs but would 
"confine herself to superintending the jam pots at Bleak 
House" (935). 

7. David copperfield similarly buries his childhood self 
along with his dead infant half-brother, who is interred 
in his mother's arms. Unlike Esther, however, David, as 
male protagonist, afterwards begins a life of self
assertion rather than one of self-erasure. 

8. Many critics have shown how doubling proliferates and is 
a useful stratagem in the work of Dickens. For example, 
Mary Poovey in a convincing argument sees Uriah Heep as 
the cringing unconscious self of David (Poovey 118). Lane 
Lauriat Jr., in his discussion of doubling in Dickens, 
points to Charles Darney and sidney carton as two halves 
of the perfect Dickensian hero. Lauriat also notes more 
complex psychological splittings such as Jonas Chuzzlewit 
and Bradley Headstone (Lauriat 47-55). 

It is fascinating to note that Esther's confusion of 
identity is tied to animal analogy (she hears the barking 
of a dog) and to liminally mirky states in nature (the 
miry hill). 

9. Coventry Patmore's The Angel in the House became the 
Victorian age emblem of the self-sacrificing, virtuous, 
and angelic household heroine. According to Gilbert and 
Gubar, who draw on Alexander Welsh, this innocent and 
self-effacing creature through her purity and spirituality 
crosses the barrier between life and death. Her 
ubiquitous presence as comforter at deathbeds merges her 
role as household eidolon with that of angel of death. 
She not only comforts the dying, but actually seems to 
welcome them to the land of death. Such domestic 
morbidity, no doubt, adds an aura of power around the halo 
of the untainted household angel. Referring to Welsh's 
use of detective fiction terminology, Gilbert and Gubar 
ironically note Welsh's question regarding Dickens' 
sinless heroine, Agnes Wickfield, from David Copperfield. 
"Who," asks Welsh "was the last person to see Dora 
Copperfield alive?" 

It is interesting to note Dickens' dramatic irony 
naming his Lady Dedlock, Honoria--the very name of 
Patmore's household heroine. 
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10. The tripling of Esther, Hortense and Lady Dedlock is 
reinforced on the night of Tulkinghorn's murder. Hortense 
ascends the stairway on her murderous mission. Later 
Honoria. seen by George Rouncewell, ascends the same 
stairway in a last minute attempt to try influencing the 
lawyer. George is struck by the resemblance between 
Honoria and Esther. 

The Esther/Honoria/Hortense trinity is extended to 
the figure of Jenny, the bricklayer's wife, who exchanges 
clothes with Honoria in order to confuse Honoria's 
pursuers. Through his construction of a quadrupled female 
persona, Dickens cuts through class roles in an 
unconscious awareness of how the category "servant" 
overlaps the category "woman" and how the females of all 
classes are constructed to be the same. 

II. For a discussion of the role of the repressed in "Snow 
White" and Jane Eyre see Sandra M. Gilbert, and Susan 
Gubar, The Madwoman in the Attic: The Woman writer and the 
Nineteenth-Century Imagination (New Haven and London: Yale 
U P, 1979) 46-57, 78-142. 

12. For a discussion of the phallic uses of keys and noses 
in Dickens see Arthur Washburn Brown, Sexual Analysis of 
Dickens' Props (New York: Emerson Books, Inc., 1971) 104-
105, 196-199. 

13. Dickens refers to Fagin more often by the denotation 
"the Jew" than he does by the name Fagin. On p. 187, for 
example, Fagin i.s called "the Jew" seven times and by his 
name, Fagin, only three times. 

14. Rabbi Trachtenberg, in his 1943 analysis of anti
semitism as a diastolic outgrowth of medieval prejudice, 
relates an incident when, during a visit in Kansas, he 
could not convince a local farmer that he was Jewish 
because he didn't have horns and a tail (Trachtenberg 227 
n5). 

15. It is unfortunate that in a book that sets out to 
rescue the abused orphan, Dickens, who no doubt saw 
himself as a social reformer and who was perceived in such 
a light both by his own society and by later readers, 
should have so condemned the Jew just at a time when Jews 
were petitioning Parliament for the rights of citizenship 
(Modder 218). 
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16. In september of 1863 Dickens signed an agreement with 
Chapman and Hall for the serial publication of Our Mutual 
Friend. A few months earlier Mrs. Eliza Davis, a Jewess, 
whose family had purchased Dickens' London residence, 
Tavistock house, when Dickens moved to Gad's Hill, wrote 
the great writer a letter telling him that Jews everywhere 
perceived the character of Fagin as a "great wrong" done 
to their people (Johnson 503). 

On July 10, 1863 Dickens writes to Mrs. Davis: 

••• 1 must take leave to say that if there 
be any general feeling on the part of the 
intelligent Jewish people, that I have 
done them what you describe as "a great 
wrong," they are far less sensible, far 
less just, and far less good-tempered 
people than I have always supposed them 
to be. Fagin in oliver Twist is a Jew, 
because it unfortunately was true of the 
time to which the story refers, that 
class of criminal almost invariably ~ a 
Jew. But surely no sensible man or woman 
of your persuasion can fail to observe-
firstly that all the rest of the wicked 
dramatis personae are Christians; and, 
secondly, that he is called "the Jew" not 
because of his religion, but because of 
his race. If I were to write a story in 
which I pursued a Frenchman or a spaniard 
as a "Roman Catholic," I would do a very 
indecent and unjustifiable thing; but I 
make mention of Fagin as a Jew because 
he is one of the Jewish people, and 
because it conveys that kind of idea of 
him, which I would give my readers of a 
China-man by calling him Chinese •.• l have 
no feeling towards the Jewish people but 
a friendly one. I always spea]{ well of 
them, whether in public or in private, 
and bear testinlony (as I ought to do) to 
their perfect good faith in such 
transactions as I have ever had wi th 
them. And in my child's History of 
England, I have lost no opportunity of 
setting forth their cruel persecution in 
old times. (Quoted in Modder 220) 
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In spite of the above protestations, Dickens seems to have 
been troubled by Mrs. Davis' accusation, for in Our Mutual 
Friend a community of righteous Jews who shelter Lizzie 
Hexam appears. The most important of these is Mr. Riah, 
whose saintly faultlessness annoys almost as much as 
Fagin's malignancy disturbs. It is interesting to note 
that Dickens' defense that he has castigated Fagin not 
under the sign of his religion but rather in the name of 
his race later becomes the identical contention used as a 
motive for genocide by the Nazis. In the terminology of 
the 1990's the great Dickens "just didn't get it." 

Nevertheless, it is clear that the correspondence 
with Mrs. Davis caused Charles Dickens to examine his own 
prejudices and misconceptions. Harry stone has noted that 
Dickens was both a creator and a creature of his own time. 
In the revised version of Oliver Twist, stone shows how 
Dickens took the trouble to SUbstitute many of his 
references to "the Jew" with either "he" or "Fagin." 
Particularly noticeable is the title of chapter LII which 
Dickens changed from "The Jew's Last Night Alive" to 
"Fagin's Last Night Alive" (stone 252). For a complete 
summary and analysis of Dickens' correspondence with Mrs. 
Eliza Davies about the Fagin/Riah issue see "Fagin and 
Riah," The Dickensian XVII (1921): 144-152. 

17. See note 9. While it is true that most of Dickens' 
good men are slightly feminized, none approaches the 
painful humility or self-effacement of Riah. Mrs. Davies, 
in her correspondence with Dickens, pointed out that many 
of Riah's mannerisms and expressions were entirely out of 
place for an English Jew and that his manifestations of 
religiosity were altogether inappropriate for any Jew. 
See note 16. 

18. See Helene Cixous, "The Laugh of the Medusa," in The 
Signs Reader: Women Gender and Scholarship, eds. Elizabeth 
Abel and Emily K. Abel (Chicago and London: The U of 
Chicago P, 1983) 279-297. 



CHAPTER V 

IN SERVICE OF THE MATERNAL 

PEGGOTTY OF DAVID COPPERFIELP 

A boy's mother (and the figures of 
wet-nurses and foster mothers that merge 
into her) is the first object of his 
love, and she remains so too during the 
formation of his Oedipus complex and, in 
essence, all his 1ife ••• A mother is only 
brought unlimited satisfaction by her 
relation to a son; this is altogether 
the most perfect, the most free from 
ambivalence of all human relationships." 

Sigmund Freud, "Femininity" in Complete 
Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis. 

The maid, then, was not only a figure of 
'lowness'; she was also a figure of 
comfort and power. 

Peter Sta11ybrass and A110n White, The 
Politics and Poetics of Transgression. 

The liminal personae nearly always and 
everywhere are regarded as polluting. 

Victor Turner, "Betwixt and Between: The 
Liminal Period in Rites of Passage" In 
The Forest of Symbols: Aspects of Ndembu 
Ritual. 
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servants As Seducers 

Peter Stallybrass and Allon White in their thought

provoking essay on "The Maid and the Family Romance" speak 

about the complex and frequently transgressive 

relationship between the nineteenth century upper-class 

male and his working-class serving maid. The lowness of 

the maid, who worked long and arduous hours in order to 

keep the Victorian horne in its state of orderly and 

spotless decorousness, seemed to arouse some gentlemen's 

sexual appetites. It was the kneeling position of the 

floor-scrubbing maid, together with her dirty face and 

hands, which appears to be particularly arousing. 

Stallybrass and White have collected textual accounts 

about the master\servant relationship from the texts of 

Walter Benjamin, Sigmund Freud, Lenore Davidoff, Arthur J. 

Munby and others. Walter Benjamin, in his "Berlin 

Chronicle" speaks of the bourgeois Jewish child's 

fascination with the lowness of the back-street world 

beyond the affluent ghetto, where he lives and outside of 

which he is rarely permitted to set foot. When he does 

taste the forbidden, transgressive lowness of that "other 

world" it is in the company of a maid or governess. Thus, 

to the young Walter Benjamin, the back stairs of his 



224 

family's house, echoing with noisy clatter of rug beating 

and harsh voiced, earthy, lower-class laughter became 

analogous to the back streets of Berlin, where the 

prostitutes displayed their bodies for sale, using 

language forbidden to the bourgeois youngster. The maids 

of Walter Benjamin's memoir serve as intermediaries 

between the lures of the lower-class nether world and the 

decorum of bourgeois home and synagogue. Voluptuous 

liminal beings hovering on the brink of respectability, 

the maids like the Berlin prostitutes grow to be the focus 

of the child's secret libidinal desires. 

Following Sigmund Freud, Stallybrass and White 

speculate that since the intimate functions of diaper 

changing and bathing were, for the most part, performed by 

nanny or maid rather than mother, the image of the lower

class maid has, in fact, replaced the mother in Freud's 

theory of the initial seducer. The image of the maid thus 

becomes accessible, through her lower-class status, and 

protectively powerful, through the residue of maternal 

memory. The maid, as liminal persona floating between the 

poverty and excesses of the street and the rigorously 

prescribed order of middle and upper-class Victorian 

interiors, holds keys to two worlds and is free to take 

the child in her care into either one. The maid through 
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her lower-class earthiness brings the upper-class child in 

contact with a teeming world of impurities outside the 

constricted Victorian home and "corrupts" his innocence. 

Such "corruption," later in life, tends to manifest 

itself as psychic desire (stallybrass and White 155-167). 

Following the same line of reasoning as Stallybrass 

and White, Jane Gallop, in her "Keys to Dora," argues 

against Freud's concept of a closed family circle in which 

the maid has been assimilated into the mother. Gallop 

assumes that such a closed family circle is a Freudian 

idealization in need of a critical re-reading. In 

Gallop's argument, the nineteenth century child was 

nourished and protected by the nursery maid who, 

nevertheless, is presented as an unhomogenized otherness, 

a presence of an "non-assimilable a1terity" (145), what 

Gallop calls "a disturbing itch" (147), If, as Freud 

proposes, the family creates tight closure by assimilating 

the maid into the mother, then indeed the family cell can 

re-form into a protective, imaginary cocoon. If, on the 

other hand, as Gallop suggests, the maid is perceived as 

an outsider both to the family and to the economic class, 

then she may well, on an unconscious level, represent 

class violence and stand as the "intentional seducer" in 

the drama of childhood seduction. It is the maid, 



according to Gallop, who holds the key to the story of 

childhood seduction (Gallop 144-150). 
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The lower-class position of the maid, outlined both 

by Stallybrass and White and by Jane Gallop, thus allows 

the upper-class child to project psychic angers onto a 

maternal object. Such a lower-class sUbstitute is, in 

spite of her protective powers, far less potent and 

threatening than her upper-class equivalent (Gallop 144-

150). 

Reading Peggotty, the primary maternal figure of 

David Copperfield, through the texts of Stallybrass and 

White and the interpretation of Gallop, we see her 

temporarily removing David from his bourgeois home, which 

is being threatened by a colossal Oedipal upheaval. While 

doing so she also, on a subliminal level, brings about his 

seduction. In her overwhelming love for David, Peggotty 

unconsciously sets David up to practice mastery and 

subjection as she introduces him to a fascinating lower

class world, which permits and encourages him to do so. 

In the enchanted and cozy lower-class world of the 

Peggotty boat house, David becomes an unchallenged prince, 

with his princess, Little Emily, beside him. Speaking 

about the Peggotty Noah's arc refuge, David says, 
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If it had been Aladdin's palace, roc's 
egg and all, I suppose I could not have 
been more charmed with the romantic idea 
of living in it •••• it seemed to me the 
most delicious retreat that the 
imagination of man could conceive. To 
hear the wind getting up out at sea, to 
know that the fog was creeping over the 
desolate flat outside, and to look at the 
fire, and think that there was no house 
near but this one, and this one a boat, 
was like enchantment. Little Em'li had 
overcome her shyness and was sitting by 
my side upon the lowest and least of the 
lockers, which was just large enough for 
us two.... (82) 

David's lower-class hosts not only provide him with 

cozy comfort and a miniature mother to snuggle against, 

but Mr. Peggotty in his assurance that, "'Well, sir, if 

you can make out here, fur a fortnut, "long wi'her" 

nodding at his sister, 'and Ham and Em'ly, we shall be 

proud of your company,'" (82) lets David know that the 

entire Peggotty family is delighted by his mastery. 

Writing about the social subtext of David 

Copperfield John o. Jordan shows how anxieties of social 

status permeate the novel. The desire for "station in 

life" (65) is David's primary motivating force. He 

assumes that since he was born into gentlemanly status, it 

is his natural right to regain the "station" he has 

unjustly lost. Thus, he considers Uriah Heep's attempts at 

social mobility galling temerity. Even more outrageous to 

David is Emily's reach toward ladyhood, which he sees as 
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heinous betrayal. When David as adult narrator 

contemplates Emily's defection from her class, he implies 

that death may well have been a preferable destiny for his 

childhood love: 

I have wondered whether, if the life 
before her could have been revealed to me 
at a glance, and so revealed as that a 
child could fully comprehend it, and if 
her preservation could have depended on a 
motion of my hand, I ought to have held 
it up to save her. There has been a time 
since--I do not say it lasted long, but 
it has been--when I have asked myself the 
question, would it have been better for 
little Em'ly to have had the waters close 
above her head that morning in my sight; 
and when I have answered Yes, it would 
have been. (86) 

Jordan notes that in the Peggotty household, David, 

in spite of his young age, is never addressed without the 

prefix "Mas'r." In the crowded house boat, only "Mas'r 

Davy" is entitled to a room of his own and he is the only 

one at the dining table who is served a chop (Jordan 72-

75). Most telling of all is David's relationship to 

Emily, who on a symbolic level functions as the oedipally

charged mother David has left behind.' Having fallen in 

love with Emily, David feels guilty because he left his 

mother alone at home. 

Now all the time I had been on my visit, 
I had been ungrateful to my home again, 
and had thought little or nothing about 
it. But I was no sooner turned towards 
it, than my reproachful young conscience 
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seemed to point that way with a ready 
finger; and I felt, all the more for the 
sinking of my spirits, that it was my 
nest and that my mother was my comforter 
and friend. (91) 

On his return home, David, of course, discovers that 

it is his mother who has "betrayed" him through her 

marriage to Murdstone. David later introduces steer forth 

to the Peggotty household, thus unconsciously bringing 

about Emily's seduction and metaphorically taking revenge 

on both his mothers. Since Peggotty is symbolically 

extended through both the figures of Clara and of Emily, 

and since she is Emily's aunt, she too stands violated by 

David's immoral alter ego. Peggotty's abundant 

maternity covers the inequity and permits it to continue 

flourishing. 

Emily, whose life plan is to become a lady and who is 

quite aware of the fact that David has the ability to 

elevate her, is, in Gallop's terms, a twice "disturbing 

itch." Like her Aunt Clara Peggotty, Emily in her 

relationship to David is both endogamous and exogamous. 

Emily and David have metaphorically been made siblings and 

are, therefore, forbidden to each other.2 At the same time, 

Emily, as a member of the lower-class is defined as that 

"non-assimilable alterity," which stands as a "threat to 

the law of homogenizing the family" (Gallop 145). 
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Emily's attempted seduction of David is her bid for 

subjectivity. In the terms of Teresa De Laurentia, "The 

little girl has to position herself in the place where 

Oedipus will find her" (De Laurentis 153). One can hardly 

say that David is unaware of Emily's aims. Shortly after 

Emily is introduced to David she tells him that she knows 

his father was a gentleman and that his mother is a lady, 

while her own father was a fisherman and her mother a 

fisherman's daughter. Soon after, David asks, "'You would 

like to be a lady?''', to which Emily promptly answers, 

"'I should like that very much. We would all be 

gentlefolks together then'''(86). 

When David returns for his second visit, Emily is 

much more womanly--more teasing and flirtatious, "a little 

puss" (195). She is more beautiful, but also more lower 

class. She listens with rapt attention as David talks 

about his hero, Steerforth. Unconsciously David is 

setting Emily up for seduction by Steerforth, his 

lascivious alter-ego. There is quite a bit of unconscious 

allure in the liminal space between innocent child 

eroticism and womanly seductiveness. The entire Peggotty 

family appear to enjoy the little romance. The extension 

of Peggotty to her niece is bolstered When, referring to 

David, Peggotty says, "Em'ly is like me and would like to 
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see him [steerforth]" (196). When Peggotty and Barkis go 

off to be married, David sneaks in a kiss from Emily and 

promises to be faithful. Emily laughs flirtatiously and 

calls David, "Silly Boy" (199), just as Dora will do 

later. In Phiz's illustration, Emily and David, in the 

back of the Peggotty-Barkis bridal carriage, indeed mirror 

the nuptial pair (200). Later David dreams about marrying 

Emily, but the dream always includes the idea of never 

growing older, for in this dream marriage to Emily, who 

doubles as his child-like mother, David can cling to the 

oedipal bliss of his chora-like child-hood. 

Later, when Peggotty writes to the older David at 

Aunt Betsey's, she sends love from Emily and mentions that 

Emily is embarrassed about it. On an unconscious level, 

at least, the Peggottys are all in on the game of trapping 

a gentleman for Emily. 

Peggotty's liminal and oscillating position is also 

clear in the Copperfield horne. While she still serves 

Clara Copperfield's emotional needs, Peggotty is treated 

as an equal. Her advice is cherished and her nurturing 

treasured. However, as soon as Clara feels no emotional 

need for her, the borderline between mistress and servant 

is clearly and unmistakably drawn and Clara Copperfield no 

longer fraternizes with her maid. 



First Homes--Somewhere To Hide; 

Something To Be Afraid Of 

Clara Peggotty is a liminal mediator between 

countless categories. As Michael Slater has noted 
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Peggotty, though not a biological mother, is, no doubt, "a 

very human and believable mother-figure" (366-367). 

Certainly she is the most maternal of the many mother 

images of this novel. At the same time, the authoritarian 

role which she often assumes in the Copperfield household 

frequently places her in the paternal position. Writing 

about his first memories of his childhood horne David tells 

that he and his young mother "were both a little afraid of 

Peggotty, and submitted ourselves in most things to her 

direction" (65). In her impassioned disapproval of the 

Murdstone alliance, Peggotty appears to take on phallic 

motherhood as she ventriloquizes the voice of David's 

departed father: 

"--Hope you have had a pleasant evenin, 
ma'am' said Peggotty standing as stiff as 
a barrel in the centre of the room, with 
a candle stick in her hand. 
"much obliged to you, Peggotty," returned 
my mother, in a cheerful voice, "I have 
had a very pleasant evening ••• " 
Peggotty continuing to stand motionless 
in the middle of the room and my mother 
resuming her singing I fell asleep ••• 
When I half awoke from this uncomfortable 
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doze, I found Peggotty and my mother 
both in tears, and both talking. 
"Not such a one as this, Mr. Copperfield 
wouldn't have liked" said Peggotty. 
"That I say, and that I swear!" ••• "No 
that won't do. No!" I thought Peggotty 
would have thrown the candlestick away, 
she was so emphatic with it. (69) 

In her paternal position, Peggotty also advises Clara 

to look up Aunt Betsey as a possible connection f'or David, 

"now that he has a brother" (166). Later, she is the one 

to provide the money needed for David's journey to Dover, 

and she assists David in his first bit of legal training 

by arranging that he become the executor of Barkis' will. 

Once the Murdstones are in charge, however, 

Peggotty's position of power vanishes and she must mediate 

through doors and keyholes as she translates Clara 

Copperfield's new and ambivalent role to the terrified 

David. On the conscious level, she remains for David the 

memory of perfect love. However, idealization often 

spells fear. In Freud's terms, we mythologize that which 

we do not understand or are afraid of. Our fear of death, 

the ultimate separation, is anticipated through our loss 

of the completeness we have known prior to our detachment 

from mother. Thus, fear and abjection live beside the 

veneration and devotion we feel toward our first 

caretakers. Freud writes about this, our fear of mothers, 

in his essay "Medusa's Head" (1922). He interprets the 
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Medusa legend in both its horrifying and its protective 

qualities. In Freud's reading, the Medusa head represents 

the maternal genitalia--the first home. Freud links the 

decapitated head to the fear of castration. The male 

child experiences terror on seeing the "castrated" 

genitalia because he fears that such mutilation might well 

be his lot too. According to the legend, those who look 

at the Medusa turn to stone. The petrification, in 

Freud's terms, stands for both potence and impotence. The 

male child, in spite of his great fear, can take comfort 

in the fact that he is still in possession of the penis 

and the knowledge that what has frightened him can also be 

used to terrify his enemies (Freud 1922, 212-213). 

It is interesting to contemplate the significance of 

the Medusa image as it relates to a novel charged with 

such a multiplicity of mother figures. 3 All of David's 

early homes--The Rookery in Blunderstone, the Upside down 

boathouse in Yarmouth, the cottage at Dover--are maternal 

shelters which appear to offer bliss and security, yet in 

the long run, deceive and betray. Once the Murdstones, 

whose influence David says was like "the fascination of 

two snakes on a wretched young bird"(105), are installed 

in The Rookery, he realizes that both his mother and 

Peggotty are completely powerless and he desperately fears 
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that his fate will be like that of his two mothers. David 

has reached the moment of castration crisis and needs to 

identify with a strong father figure. 

It is quite clear that David is longing for such an 

oedipal resolution. Of his first meeting with Murdstone 

as his new father, David writes, 

God help me, I might have been improved 
for my whole life, I might have been made 
another creature perhaps, for life by a 
kind word at that season. A word of 
encouragement and explanation, of pity 
for my childish ignorance, of welcome 
home, of reassurance to be that it was 
home, might have made me dutiful to him 
in my heart henceforth, instead of in my 
hypocritical outside, and might have made 
me respect him instead of hate him ••• My 
mother followed me with her eyes more 
sorrowful stilL •• but the word was not 
spoken, and the time for it was gone, 
(96) • 

In a sense David has been both duped and protected by 

his mothers. While Clara Copperfield signed herself over 

to a new libidinal interest, Clara Peggotty, as I 

previously noted, facilitated the affair by removing David 

to deceptive bliss. The name "Clara," which Dickens 

bestows on both of David's mothers implies clarity and 

honesty. In this context the name shines with ironic 

duplicity. David's first home no longer exists and he can 

only gaze with horror at the decapitated Medusa's head. 

Rather than joining forces with his new father, David 
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struggles with the whip-wielding Goliath. He is defeated 

and banished from his first home, but not before he has 

inflicted a castrating wound on his rival. 

In Powers of Horror Julia Kristeva writes about the 

child's fear both of biting (his own aggression) and being 

bitten (the fear of castration) as the "something to be 

scared of" (32). Both fears are reactions to the primary 

narcissism of the chora, which the child must abandon in 

order to separate from the protective\abject maternal 

which threatens to swallow all individuality (Kristeva 38-

39) • 

David is indeed forced to face the world without the 

comforting collateral of his chora-like childhood abodes. 

The womb-like security, wonderful charm, and spotless 

cleanliness of the whitewashed Peggotty boat home, where 

David's nurse takes him, proves, in the long run, to be as 

deceptive in its protection as was The Rookery in 

Blunderstone. For it is here that David is seduced and 

later betrayed by little Em'ly, the blue eyed charmer, who 

both doubles as his doll-like mother, Clara copperfield, 

and is an extension of her aunt Clara Peggotty, David's 

second mother. with Emily's betrayal, the members of the 

boat household go their separate ways and this chora-like 

abode ceases to function as a protective enclosure. 
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David's third home, Aunt Betsey's cottage in Dover, the 

garden of which is kept as a sheltering feminine space--a 

place where those Donkeys, so charged with masculine 

sensuality and loutishness, were not allowed to roam--is 

eventually sold and can no longer function as David's 

refuge. 

It is the house where David is born, however, where 

he is most ideally mothered within a chora-like oceanic 

bliss. It is this image of maternal sheltering that 

David pursues and attempts to recreate throughout the 

entire novel. It is this beatific completeness which he 

tries to marry as he chooses the duplication of Clara 

Copperfield in the adored Dora and a reflection of Clara 

Peggotty in the unconditionally giving and angelic Agnes. 

It is this clearly imprinted edenic memory which resonates 

throughout David's narrative. It underscores David's 

abject position at Murdstone and Grinby's warehouse as 

well as his later redemption in the arms of Agnes. 

About the fairy princess vision of the child-like 

mother, who presided over this first home, David relates: 

I watch her winding her bright curls 
round her fingers, and straitening her 
waist, and nobody knows better than I do 
that she likes to look so well and is so 
proud of being pretty (65). 
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We are not surprised then, when David later falls in 

love, at first sight, with Dora's enchanting curls and 

registers disappointment when he discovers that Dora uses 

curlpapers. 

The Rookery paradise that David longs for is isolated 

from an intruding world by a high fence. The house has a 

gate which is firmly locked by a padlock and until the 

Murdstones arrive only Peggotty holds the key to it. The 

fruit on the trees from which David gathers gooseberries 

is "riper and richer" than any other fruit he will ever 

taste. On the ground floor of the house is npeggotty's 

kitchen"(62), the place from which the culinary delights, 

later so attractive to Barkis, emanate. Summer passes and 

winter brings cozy fires and dancing in the parlor where 

Clara Peggotty mothers both of the Copperfields with a 

love that is both firm and protective. 

In her liminal role both as insider in the bourgeois 

family circle and as lower class outsider, Peggotty, like 

the black mammy of southern plantation fame, takes pride 

in enculturating the next generation into a social terrain 

she herself stands completely outside of. Peggotty 

literally bursts her buttons as she erupts through class 

and social barriers in her love for and pride in David. til 

know it was a good squeeze," David the adult tells us, 
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"Because, being very plump, whenever she made any little 

exertion after she was dressed, some of the buttons on the 

back of her gown flew off. And I recollect two bursting 

to the opposite side of the parlor, while she was hugging 

me" (66). It is such loving bursting which foreshadows 

the rupture of boundaries soon to come. 

Peggotty teaches David to read as she listens to his 

reading of The Crocodile Book. David's first attempts at 

authorship are in his letters to Peggotty from Aunt 

Betsey's house in Dover. Later, he writes her longer 

letters about his adventures at Dr. strong's school and 

his happy, new prospects there. We recall that after the 

arrival of the Murdstones David's literacy saves him from 

total despair. He escapes to his fictional legacy and 

keeps both his fancy and his hopes alive with The 

Adventures of Roderick Random, Tom Jones, and Robinson 

Crusoe, and reads "as if for life" (106) in the books 

that his father had left. These texts are the patrimony 

through which David can negate the abuse of his new "pa" 

and reinscribe himself into the patrilineal respectability 

and maternal desire from which Murdstone dislodges him. 

It is, of course, this same legacy which later establishes 

the foundations of David's professional future. How 

appropriate, then, that David's very first book is about 



monsters who bite. Throughout the entire narrative the 

crocodile book--that all important first literary work--
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remains in Peggotty's possession. The snappish monsters 

reappear at various interludes to remind us of both the 

world's castrating potential and the male child's fear of 

the Medusa head. It is significant that we first meet the 

alligators just as Mr. Murdstone cuts into David's 

protected oedipal territory. 

We had exhausted the crocodiles when the 
garden bell rang .•• and there was my 
mother ••• and with her a gentleman ••• He 
patted me on the head; but somehow I 
didn't like him or his deep voice, and I 
was jealous that his hand should touch 
my mother's in touching me, which it 
did. (67) 

As David grows progressively more alienated from his 

mother and more psychologically anxious, only Peggotty 

maintains her unchanging and unconditional devotion, and 

this she must now do surreptitiously through keyholes, 

whispered encounters, and stealthy meetings at roadstops 

away from what has become the Murdstone residence. In 

that once paradisiac garden of David's former home, a 

huge, dark, and monstrously devouring hound fills the once 

empty kennel and is an obvious synecdoche for The 

Rookery's new master. Like the metallic and villainous 

twins--sampson and Sally Brass of The Old Curiosity Shop-

the controlling Murdstone siblings, appropriately named 



for their deadly hardness, rule over what used to be an 

encircling female enclosure. It has been purged of all 

sympathy and turned into phallically hardened territory. 

Administering the victorian period's casually accepted 

sadism, Mr. Murdstone unhesitatingly wields a whip, 

assuring Clara that he himself had been flogged many 

times, but obviously "enjoying the formal parade of 

executing justice"(108). His equally ferocious 

manipulation of his childlike wife, ostensibly for the 
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purpose of instilling her with some "firmness," is no less 

offensive. 4 The metallic Jane Murdstone, imported to serve 

as covert wife, a fairly common victorian arrangement, 

serves as his feminine extension. 

Were it not for Peggotty's constant devotion, David 

may well not have endured his imminent, sudden, and brutal 

exposure to an uncaring adult world. There is no doubt 

whatsoever that his love for Peggotty at this time exceeds 

even the love he has for his beauteous birth-mother Clara. 

Speaking as the adult autobiographer, David tells us: 

••• there grew up in my breast a feeling 
for Peggotty which I cannot well 
def ine ••• she came into a vacancy in my 
heart, which closed upon her and I felt 
towards her something I have never felt 
for any other human being. (111) 



As soon as David reaches manhood and completes his 

formal education he hastens to return to Yarmouth where 

his adulthood is officially inscribed through 'the 
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unrestricted pride and unconditional love showered on him 

by his former nurse. 

She cried, "My darling boy!" and we both 
burst into tears, and were locked into 
one another's arms. 

What extravagances she committed; what 
laughing and crying over me; what pride 
she showed, what joy ••• I was troubled 
with no misgivings that it was young in 
me to respond to her emotions. (365) 

When David confides what appears to be his hopeless 

love for Dora, Peggotty takes an intense interest but 

cannot understand how he can underestimate his chances or 

have any misgivings about pursuing the suit. IJike any 

loving mother she is entirely prejudiced in David's favor 

and considers Dora Spenlow more than "lucky to have such 

a beau" (535). 

It is impossible not to notice the extension of 

Peggotty in the woman David chooses for his second wife. 

Like Peggotty, Agnes has loved David ever since she has 

known him. Like Peggotty she has selflessly dedicated 

herself to this one devotion. Like Peggotty, Agnes is the 

better angel of David's life: it is her purity and 

goodness to which David owes the direction of his earthly 



243 

existence. Like Peggotty, Agnes radiates beatific 

maternal influence, stability, loyalty, and cheerful 

commitment. Agnes is so much like her own mother that 

when David sees her for the first time under the portrait 

of her mother, it seems to him that the picture had grown 

womanly while the original remained a little girl. Like 

Peggotty's, Agnes' primary occupation is housekeeping. 

Agnes, in fact, is an even more apt housekeeper than 

Peggotty. As a guest in David's bachelor quarters, she 

promptly proceeds to hang the bird cage in its proper 

place, rearrange the furniture, put the books in order, 

and air out the premises; she does all this quite 

agreeably and noiselessly. David comments: "I was looking 

on, thinking how little even Peggotty seemed to do without 

a good deal of bustle, and how much Agnes did without any 

bustle at all" (576). 

Even when she is still a little girl, David meets 

Agnes jangling the badges of her housewifely status; she 

is introduced to the new lodger as Mr. Wickfield's "little 

housekeeper" and this is how she remains inscribed in 

David's consciousness. 

Mr. Wickfield tapped at a door in a 
corner of the panelled wall, and a girl 
of about my own age, came quickly out and 
kissed him. On her face I saw immediately 
the placid and sweet expression of the 
lady whose picture had looked at me 
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downstairs. It seemed to my imagination 
as if the portrai t had grown womanly, 
and the original remained a child. 
Although her face was quite bright and 
happy, there was a tranquility about it, 
and about her--a quiet, good calm 
spirit--that I never have forgotten; that 
I shall never forget. 

This was his little house keeper, 
his daughter, Agnes ••• She had a little 
basket-trifle hanging at her side, with 
keys in it; and she looked as staid and 
as discreet a housekeeper as the old 
house could have (279-280). 

Like Little Dorrit, Little Nell, Florence Dombey, and 

Ruth Pinch, Agnes learns womanhood by practicing dutiful 

daughterhood or sisterhood. Calm, placid, efficient and 

tranquil, she, at the age of twelve, already possesses all 

the qualities desired of idealized femininity. As David 

read to Peggotty from the Crocodile book of his childhood, 

so he reads out loud to Agnes from his school books. In 

both cases, it is David's education which is promoted 

while the auxiliary female acts as serviceable sounding 

board. When at the end of the narrative, David is at last 

united with Agnes and gives her credit for his "every 

worthy inspiration" (936), he is surely, if only on an 

unconscious level, evoking Peggotty--the rock on which his 

self concept has been established. Conversely, the 

stained-glass personality of Agnes is complemented through 

the servant-earthiness of Peggotty. The Agnes-Peggotty 

correspondence cannot, however, be completed without a 
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reference to its more sinister component. Like Peggotty, 

Agnes serves as the Victorian "angel in the house" who 

ushers in death. Peggotty is the last person who sees 

Clara Copperfield alive and, in an unambiguous doubling 

gesture, Agnes is the last to minister to Dora. 

Sandra M. Gilbert and Susan Gubar in their well-known 

discussion of feminist poetics, which I have previously 

referred to, explain the phenomenon of the victorian 

"angel in the house." The ministering "angel in the 

house," spiritual comforter at deathbeds, has in a 

curious sense domesticated death. Drawing on Alexander 

Welsh, Gilbert and Gubar point out that such victorian 

"angelology" while spiritualizing the heroine, also robs 

her of a life of her own (Gilbert and Gubar 24). 

In the case of both Peggotty and Agnes, such a claim 

can readily ba verified. Service and duty to others were 

primary values for all victorians. For the victorian 

concept of the feminine domestic ideal, notions of service 

and duty to others approach religious dictum. Following 

the edicts of Sara Ellis, the voice of morality for the 

victorian woman, both Peggotty and Agnes devote all their 

energy to an assiduous erasure of self in service to 

others. Sara Ellis in her conduct manual for the 

Victorian lady urges all women to ask themselves on 
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awakening each morning: "Is anyone sick?" And if so, "I 

must visit their chamber without delay and try to give 

their apartment an air of comfort" (Ellis 23-24). Here 

the position of Peggotty, a servant, and Agnes, the 

daughter of an impoverished bourgeois household are not 

dissimilar. The economically dependent state of most 

Victorian women placed them in the position of mendicants 

to patriarchy and imprinted them with the status of 

servitude. This is certainly made painfully clear when 

Clara Copperfield-Murdstone, in an unguarded moment, 

refers to the home she lives in as "my own house"(99) and 

is roundly berated for her audacity. We must remember 

that the married women's property act was not enacted 

until 1882 (Pateman 123). It is evident that both 

Peggotty and Agnes, as exemplary Victorian women, have 

hitched their wagon to the right star. Their only road to 

status and respectability lies in the attachment to a 

suitable male object--son, master, father, brother, or 

husband. Through their fierce loyalty and devotion to 

David, both Agnes and Peggotty have indisputably procured 

that position for themselves. As I have argued elsewhere 

in this project, womanhood and motherhood appear to be 

equivalent to and overlap servanthood. Thus, the 

contemplation of servant positions may well display an 
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intriguing understudy for all feminine roles. It is 

interesting to recall that Samuel Richardson's Pamela, 

that quintessential servant bride, on having achieved the 

hypergamic status of legitimate wifehood, instantly 

forgives the misdeeds of the overly solicitous servant, 

Mrs. Jewkes. Mrs. Jewkes has spent a large part of the 

novel torturing the resistant Pamela, yet Pamela 

understands that obedience to the master is an essential 

aspect of servanthood and that her status of wife will not 

remove her from such obligations. As she explains: 

I shall never take upon me, Mrs. Jewkes, 
to make bad use of any opportunities that 
may be put into my hands, by my generous 
master; nor shall I ever wish to do you 
disservice: for I shall consider, that 
what you have done, was in obedience to a 
will, which it will become me also, for 
the future to submit to. (310) 

We might also consider that Clara Copperfield worked 

as a nursery governess before her hypergamic marriage to 

David's father gave her entry into the bourgeois class and 

that the proud Rosa Dartle, for all her airs, eats the 

crust of humility in the Steerforth household, and has, 

for all practical purposes, been made a servant. s 

Through his marriage to Agnes, David recreates the 

chora-like state of his infantile bliss. He has 

presumably also lost the castrating "blindness" of which 

Aunt Betsey so often accused him. There is a certain 



egalitarianism in the second Copperfield menage. David 

writes and Agnes keeps school. Both, as Mary Poovey has 

pointed out, do feminized work which is best left 

"invisible. ,,6 
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Having looked at the invention of Peggotty in the 

context of the plethora of maternal images in David 

Copperfield I should like to consider Elizabeth Dickens, 

Charles Dickens' own mother. Michael Slater tells us that 

just as Peggotty introduced David to reading so Elizabeth 

Dickens taught her son to read. A creative woman, she was 

also something of an amateur actress. Charles evidently 

inherited her imaginative abilities. It was she who, 

during the period of her husband's imprisonment for debt, 

procured the job of pasting on labels in the blacking 

factory for her son. It was Elizabeth who first 

encouraged her son's literacy and his ambition to become a 

learned and distinguished gentleman. When she agreed to 

have him work in a blacking factory rather than attend 

school, while his sister Frances was permitted to continue 

her musical education, he felt betrayed. After five 

months work, when Charles was released from what seemed to 

him an oppressive hell, his mother wanted him to return to 

the despised job. 



Slater quotes from Dickens' autobiography: 

••• My father said that I should go back 
no more, and should go to school I do not 
write resentfully or angrily: for I know 
all these things have worked together to 
make me what I am: but I never afterwards 
forgot, I never shall forget, I never can 
forget, that my mother was warm for my 
being sent back. (Slater 11) 

In the fictional reworking, David narrates, 

I know enough of the world now to have 
almost lost the capacity of being much 
surprised by anything; but it is matter 
of some surprise to me, even now, that I 
can have been so easily thrown away at 
such an age. A child of excellent 
abilities and with strong powers of 
observation, quick, eager, delicate, and 
soon hurt bodily or mentally, it seems 
wonderful to me that nobody should have 
made any sign in my behalf. But none was 
made; and I became at ten years old a 
little laboring hind in the service of 
Murdstone and Grinby. (208) 

In David Copperfield we clearly feel David's 

humiliation at his loss of status. In the fictional 

transposition Dickens has created a Freudian family 

romance in which "wicked step parents" act as the 
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initiating agents. Through the coping technique outlined 

by Freud in his schema "family romances," both neurotics 

and highly creative people experience imaginary 

orphanhoods through which they can construct an ideal 

family, perhaps one of a more elevated social class or of 

greater benevolence than the one which fate has endowed 



them. The family romance strategy is also a safe way to 

aggress against real parents (Freud, 1909, 74-78). 
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pavid Copperfield reads as a family romance of sons 

and mothers. 7 The mother/son dyad is multitudinously 

refracted as sons are sheltered, puzzled, bamboozled, 

guided, and adored by endlessly constructing, 

reconstructing, and deconstructing maternal figures. 

David, the beloved son, moves from an idealized primal 

shelter through a cataclysmic oedipal crisis into a harsh 

and frequently uncaring universe. 8 His story cannot rest 

until he has built a new version, the lost chora-like 

state of his early childhood bliss. 9 

David Copperfield might well be dubbed, in Nancy 

Chodorow's phrase, a story about "the fantasy of the 

perfect mother." As Chodorow sees it, both culpability and 

idealization are aspects of the cultural ideology of an 

all powerful mother--a fantasy generated in dependent 

infancy and perpetuated through cultural mythology. stuck 

in such cultural glue, the child-turned-adult remains 

attached to the fantasy and does not see mother as a human 

being with rights, needs, and desires of her own, but 

continues to perceive her as someone who either is 

unambiguously nurturing or as someone who has failed 

miserably in what was expected of her. The rage against 



mother in much of nineteenth and twentieth century 

literature is thus based on this idealized imprint from 

the infant psyche (Chodorow 1989, 80-92).10 
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The manifold images of motherhood on display in pavid 

Copperfield may, in Freud's terms, expose the child's rage 

at being dethroned and despoiled from his place as object 

of slavish maternal devotion, while in Chodorow's 

definition, they exhibit a narrative energy seeded and 

propelled through enculturation. 

One can hope that the imaginative vision of Peggotty, 

in her selfless devotion and healing maternity, may have 

projected a lighter and more benevolent vision of 

Dickens' own mother. In Helene C!xous' terms, Dickens may 

have discovered that although that perfect union with 

mother is ever-lost and "bitter-lost," eternity 

nevertheless consists of "voice mixed with milk" (Cixous 

1988, 93). 
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Notes 

I. It is interesting to note that the word "Em' li" in 
Hebrew means "my mother." It is not entirely impossible 
that Dickens might have been aware of this. His other 
uses of Hebrew nomenclature (David, Uriah, Omer and Joram) 
are all appropriate. 

2. In a particularly sibling-like moment, Emily and David 
pick pebbles on the beach like Hansel and Gretel (84). 

L David Copperfield, as has often been noted, abounds in 
mother figures. In additon to the two Claras and their 
extensions--Agnes and Emily--we have Betsey Trotwood, who 
first rejects David and later adopts him, and becomes his 
brisk and powerful fairy god-mother. Like all fairy god
mothers, she presides over David's birth and then 
disappears. Later, she reappears in a paternal role and 
is able through her middle-class status to provide a place 
for David in the kingdom of respectability. Her paternal 
role is evident in the advice she offers her nephew as he 
departs for Dr. strong's academy: "Never ••• be mean in 
anything; never be false; never be cruel. Avoid those 
three vices, Trot, and I can always be hopeful of you" 
(280). Betsey's counsel closely approximates the text of 
a nightly prayer which Charles Dickens taught his own 
sons, " •.• Let me never be cruel to anything, even a poor 
fly" (quoted in Ackroyd 506). 

Yet another maternal figure is Mrs. Micawber, who 
despite a laissez-faire maternal style, nevertheless, 
provides succor and sustenance for her husband in times of 
crisis. There is just a brief moment when Mrs. Micawber, 
who has been relating to the ten-year-old David as an 
adult lodger, suddenly notices that he is just a baby--not 
much older than her own small children. The incident 
occurs just as the Micawbers are about to leave London and 
David once again stands forlorn and discounted. The 
moment is a pregnant one, for Mrs. Micawber's sudden 
maternality provides David with enough strength to begin 
an arduous birth-journey to his new life as Trotwood 
Copperfield of Dover. 

Mrs. Steerforth, mother to James Steerforth, David's 
Byronic extension signals the dark reversal of the 
maternal vision: as her entrapment destroys a son. Miss 
Murdstone is another maternal castrator; her metallic 
reticule snaps shut just as David is separated from his 



253 

childhood home, and then again as she discloses David's 
secret courtship of Dora. Mrs. Markleham, the old soldier 
who almost ruins a marriage, figures as yet another 
destructive maternal figure. Mr. Mell's mother, through 
her impecunious powerlessness, indirectly brings about the 
downfall of her son. Mrs. Heep is enculturated into the 
false humility taught by her late husband and engenders 
her son's downfall by her perpetuation of mendacious 
modesty. Mrs. Gummidge gives us a whining maternal voice 
until she is suddenly awakened to purpose, grows 
maternally eloquent, and becomes a most fit caretaker and 
traveling companion for her surrogate husband, Daniel 
Peggotty. Dora's two maiden aunts, Miss Lavinia and Miss 
Clarissa, flitter about like two fussily benevolent 
maternal fairies. 

4. It is interesting to note that David handles the 
formation of Dora's mind in quite a similar fashion (see 
chapter 48, "Domestic" 758-769) 
5. In The Sexual Contract, Carole Pateman points out that, 

In the natural state all women become 
servants, and all women are excluded 
from the original pact. That is to say 
all women are also excluded from 
becoming civil individuals. No woman is 
a free subject. All are "servants" of a 
peculiar kind in civil society, namely 
wives. (1988:50) 

Helene cixous sees all women as reduced to the 
servitude of the "militant male shadow" (1976,284). 

6. In Uneven Developments, Mary Poovey explains that the 
domestic arena under the sign of the division of labor and 
the domestic ideal was seen as a sanctuary immune to the 
social alienation of the city work place. Thus all work 
performed in the home environment--housework, keeping a 
school or writing--was to be done invisibly, effortlessly 
and selflessly (1988, 101). 

About her work as a teacher Agnes says, "The labor is 
so pleasant that it is scarcely grateful in me to call it 
by that name" (913). While David, referring to his 
successful process of making himself a writer, merely 
says, 
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I do not enter on the aspirations, 
the delights, anxieties and triumphs of 
my art. That I truly devoted myself to 
it with my strongest earnestness, and 
bestowed upon it every energy of my soul 
I have already said. If the booles I 
have written be of any worth, they will 
supply the rest. I shall otherwise have 
written to poor purpose and the rest 
will be of interest on no one. (917) 

Unlike Dickens, David does not indulge in acrimonious 
struggles with publishers or embittering, petty rivalries 
with fellow authors. 

~ It is also, as Ford in his essay on David Copperfield 
has pointed out, a novel which abounds in orphans. Among 
the Copperfield orphans and half orphans arre: Emily, 
Traddles, David's mother, Clara Copperfield, Martha 
Endell, Rosa Dartle, Steerforth, Uriah Heep, Annie strong, 
Agnes and Dora. See George Ford and Lane Laurial Jr., The 
Dickens critic (Cornell U P, 1961) 352. 

8. The name David is certainly an interesting choice. In 
Hebrew it means "beloved." It is also, of course, the 
name of Israel's first king and thus appropriate for the 
royal "I" of this bildungsroman. Julia Kristeva in her 
essay "The Chosen People and the Choice of Foreignness"-
in strangers To Ourselves (New York: Columbia U P,1991) 
75-- tells us that the letter "dalet," the first letter in 
the name "David," stands for "poor" ("dal" in Hebrew). 
King David, according to Kristeva, was twice poor: his 
ancestress, Ruth, is a foreigner and his closeness to the 
world of the divine created for him an otherness that kept 
him out of touch with his own people. In the case of 
David Copperfield, the double deficiency lies in his 
orphanhood and in his "blindness to" (separation, 
castration from) choices which might have guaranteed his 
happiness. Both of these "deficiencies" are overcome when 
David marries Agnes and is able to recreate chora-like 
state of initial bliss. 

I have repeatedly used Julia Kristeva's term "Chora" 
to indic~te the state of womblike bliss. Kristeva 
borrowed the term from Plato. See Julia Kristeva, Powers 
of Horror (New York,Columbia U P, 1982) 13-15. 

9. See note 8 
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10. In Feminism and Psychoanalytic Theory; (New Haven and 
London: Yale U P,1989) Nancy Chodorow reiterates her plea 
for care-takers of both sexes. In chapter four, written 
together with Susan contratto, Chodorow summarizes and 
comments on the numerous versions of perfect motherhood. 
Among others, she analyzes the claims of Nancy Friday (Not 
men but mothers are to blame for everything that is wrong 
in the present sex-gender system.) Judith Arcana (Mothers 
are indeed to blame, but they have become what they are 
because of patriarchal prompting.), Dorothy Dinnerstein 
(People grow up into monstrous infants because of a mother 
dominated childhood.), Shulamit Firestone (Female 
reproductive biology--childbearing--has been translated 
into a culturally enshrined division of labor, which in 
turn is to blame for all evil.), Adrienne Rich 
(Patriarchally engendered heterosexuality has robbed woman 
of the physical and sexual bonds she can experience with 
the infant.) 
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CONCLUSION 

Writing about her arduous search for identity Gloria 

Anzald~a in Borderlands/La Frontera poigna~tly expresses 

the perplexing oscillation of a life between two cultures. 

She tells us that "not only was the brain split into two 

functions but so was reality. Thus people who inhabit 

both realities are forced to live in the interface between 

the two, to become adept at switching modes" (37). It is 

that "interface" between realities that I have found so 

absorbing in my study of victorian female servants. As I 

have noted throughout my investigation, the victorian 

female servant was a representative of the lower class 

whose labor propped up the life-style, the pretensions, 

and the psycho/social imagination of the newly emerging 

bourgeois. Frequently it was she who enculturated the 

bourgeois children to their putative birthright of 

gentility. While she did so, she was expected to erase 

her selfhood and take vicarious pleasure in the happy 

prospects of those she served. The Victorian servant 

lived between two worlds and two loyalties. Writing about 

the virtues of "old retainers" in All The Year Round, 

Charles Dickens mimics the faithful servant who 

contributes his meager life savings to the shrinking funds 
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of an improvident mistress with, "'it aint much, Miss, but 

such as it is you are welcome to it'" (Dickens 1867, 82). 

While Dickens pays his respects to these fast vanishing 

"treasures" among servants, he is also quick to note that 

more often than not servants take advantage of their 

employers and " ••• It is we who are in the service of these 

'treasures,' not they in ours." Indeed, the servant 

employing class often felt defrauded, duped and abused by 

their retainers. Dickens, in pavid copperfield, depicted 

the predicament through his portrait of the dishonest, 

inadequate, frowzy and disrespectful Mary Anne. Read 

through twentieth century feminist lenses, however, Mary 

Anne's circumstance is an issue of class subversion. Her 

very survival depends on outwitting the bourgeois class. 

The female victorian servant, as I have repeatedly 

noted, existed in the fault lines of the social system. 

Functioning in the margins of upper-class decorum and 

upper-class private spaces she could never quite again 

comfortably wear the badges of lower-class rank, while at 

the same time, she was obviously marked with lower-class 

membership by those who employed her. Linguistically, she 

found herself in an inter language space between village 

dialect and upstairs parloreze. In her relationship to 

the bourgeois child in her care, she was cast in the 
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powerful/powerless role of a parental agent whose derived 

power could be instantly erased. Her emotional attachment 

to the upper-class child was, as Dickens illustrates 

through the case of Polly Toodle, frequently usurped from 

the commitment to her own children. A necessary and 

integral part of the victorian family circle, she must, 

nevertheless, display a constant invisibility. She is the 

dirty cleaner. She is the child's first seducer. She, as 

Jane Gallop tells us, is the one "fucked at the door" 

(Gallop 82, 146). 

In Dickens' novels female servants, as I have noted, 

serve as split metaphors and create jumbled mirror images. 

They serve as choral narrating voices. They reflect the 

ambiguous position of t.heir mistresses. They absorb 

readerly aggression and they voice readerly uncertainties 

and suspicions. Frequently they also subvert the stated 

intention on the text, and force readers to question 

patriarchal absolutes. Often they figure as a covert 

narrative voice. 

My attention to Dickensian servants, due to 

limitations of space, has been far from exhaustive. I 

have left out such liminally fascinating figures as the 

devious/abused Mrs. sparsit of Hard Times or the child

like/womanly Marchioness of The Old Curiosity Shop. 
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The study of servants in literature will, no doubt, 

continue to intrigue the feminist imagination. Carole 

Pateman 8 s contention that wifehood overlaps servanthood 

(Pateman 50) may well bolster further inquiry. Marina 

Warner's claim that the Franciscan ethic turned the image 

of a proud and queenly Virgin Mary into one of servant

like humility (Warner 182) may also encourage a further 

examination of servant voices. According to Warner 

fourteenth century art pictured the Virgin laying "aside 

her starry throne in the heavens ••• her robes and insignia 

and diadem to sit cross-legged on the bare earth ••• In 

motherhood Mary was glorified and, and through her 

prostration before her child, became more glorious for 

her humility" (Warner 183). Both present day literature 

and popular journalism feature insistent and intriguing 

servant voices. Some of these, as that in "Grady's Gift" 

by H~well Raines, published in The New York Times Magazine 

on December 1, 1991, and later abridged by Readers Digest, 

sentimentalize the devoted retainer who "changed the way I 

saw the world" (Howell 50). Others, like the voice of 

Jean Taylor, the sophisticated maid in Muriel Spark's 

Memento Mori, or that of the oscillating relationships 

between servants and masters in Nadine Gordimer's July's 

People, project an undercover authorial design. 
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I believe that the figure of the servant reflects the 

present day angst in the search for identity, in the fear 

of alienation, and in our seeming need to find categories, 

clarifications and degrees for ourselves. Gloria 

Anzaldila's cry from the "interfaces" seems to reach a 

wider and wider audience. A look at servants may in 

Anzaldila's terms therefore become "Subject and object, I 

and she ••• in a glance also lies awareness, knowledge" 

(42). 

--- ----.----- -..... _ ... _- ---_ .. 
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