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Abstract 

Today, gender roles return to the scene in different domains such as arts, media, music, 

movies, and literature. It has become a new trend in modern literature. In fact, women across 

the world and especially Victorian ones suffered a lot from patriarchy; they crossed a long 

path of feminist marches and struggled in order to transmit their voices to the entire world. In 

this way, different authors start to challenge the patriarchal representation of women and give 

a new radical representation for them. Anthony Trollope is one among those authors who 

change a new representation of women in his works. This dissertation is intended to examine 

how Anthony Trollope has represented gender roles in his novel Can You Forgive Her. In 

addition, it also analyses how Victorian society restricted women’s lives and decisions. The 

analysis is focused on the two female characters Anne Vavasor and Lady Glencora 

McCluskie. In order to find answers to the research questions, the Feminist and 

Psychoanalysis theories are used. The result of this study shows that Victorian women could 

not be vital and prosper until they separated themselves from such patriarchal society and 

created their own personalities based on their own decisions. 
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 ملخص

 
لقد أصبح . تعود أدوار الجنسين إلى الساحة في مجاالت مختلفة مثل الفنون واإلعالم والموسيقى واألفالم واألدب ليوما

 ا منكثيرً   العصر الفيكتوري النساءة اء في جميع أنحاء العالم  وخاصعانت النس في الواقع. اتجاًها جديدًا في األدب الحديث

لهدا . لقد عبروا طريق طويل من المسيرات النسوية وكافحن من أجل نقل أصواتهن إلى العالم بأسره .سيادة الرجل  نظام

أنتوني ترولوب هو . للمرأة وإعطاء تمثيل جذري جديد لهنهذا النظام الفمعي للمراة تحدي الى مؤلفون ال الكثير من لجئ

تهدف هذه الرسالة إلى دراسة كيفية تمثيل أنتوني .  جديدًا للمرأة في أعمال تمثياًل  قدموواحد من هؤالء المؤلفين الذين 

قيد المجتمع يفإن  يحلل أيًضا كيف  باإلضافة إلى ذلك . أن تغفر لها ترولوب ألدوار الجنسين في روايت  هل يمكنك

من . اسور والليدي جلينكورا مكلوسكييركز التحليل على الشخصيتين األنثويتين آن فاف. الفيكتوري حياة المرأة وقراراتها

 .والتحليل النفسي تم استخدام النظريات النسوية العثور على إجابات ألسئلة البحث أجل 
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Résumé 

 
Aujourd'hui, les rôles de genre reviennent sur la scène dans différents domaines tels que les 

arts, les médias, la musique, les films et la littérature. C'est devenu une nouvelle tendance 

dans la littérature moderne. En fait, les femmes du monde entier et en particulier celles de 

l'époque victorienne ont beaucoup souffert du patriarcat; elles ont croisé un long chemin de 

marches féministes et ont lutté pour transmettre leur voix au monde entier. De cette manière, 

différents auteurs commencent à remettre en question la représentation patriarcale des femmes 

et à leur donner une nouvelle représentation radicale. Anthony Trollope fait partie de ces 

auteurs qui changent une nouvelle représentation des femmes dans ses œuvres. Cette thèse 

vise à examiner comment Anthony Trollope a représenté les rôles de genre dans son roman 

Can You Forgive Her. En outre, il analyse également la manière dont la société victorienne 

restreignait la vie et les décisions des femmes. L'analyse se concentre sur les deux 

personnages féminins Anne Vavasor et Lady Glencora McCluskie. Afin de trouver des 

réponses aux questions de recherche, les théories féministes et psychanalytiques sont utilisées. 

Le résultat de cette étude montre que les femmes victoriennes ne pourraient pas être vitales et 

prospérer tant qu'elles ne se sont pas séparées de cette société patriarcale et n'ont pas créé leur 

propre personnalité en fonction de leurs propres décisions. 
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General Introduction 

When Queen Victoria came to the throne in 1837 she gave her name to an age of an 

economic and scientific progress and social reforms, which helped the British Empire to achieve 

its greatest expansion. 

                     Despite this huge expansion, the era 1837-1901 was known by the inequality between the 

men and women. In fact, the reign of Queen Victoria in England was known by the norm of the 

Patriarchal system in which the man was naturally regarded as the head of the family, the lord 

and the protector. He was strong, brave and hard-working. On the contrary, women were shy, 

weak and more emotional in their thinking. They were responsible only to give birth to children 

and to look after their houses; they couldn’t vote, sue or own a property (the property of a 

married woman went to her husband even if the marriage ended up in a divorce). As a result of 

this Monopolistic view of women, literature has witnessed a noticeable growing interest towards 

the two genders and women especially. So the long period of the Victorian era saw the rise of 

some of brilliant writers who enriched the treasury of the English language and left a vivid 

picture of a long and prosperous rule such as: Charlotte Bronte, George Elliot, Thomas Hardy 

and Anthony Trollope. The latter is one of the most prolific authors of the 19th century, English 

novelist who saw success and fame after his death. One of his famous works was Can You 

Forgive Her? The first of six novels in the Palliser series, or known as the Parliamentary Novels, 

Trollope wrote three parallel stories of courtship and marriage through the decisions of three 

women: Alice Vavasor, her cousin Glencora Palliser, and her aunt Arabella Greenow. This novel 

turned around the life of these three women and what should a woman do with her life? , The 

question that not only Alice asked but all the women in the novel faced the same obstacle. The 

overall aim of this study is to analyze Gender relationships in Can You Forgive Her? by 

shedding  light on the images of the two main characters: Alice Vavasor, and Glencora 

M’cluskie. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Palliser_novels
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Hence, throughout our study we will try to answer the following questions: 

  • How does Anthony Trollope represent Alice Vavasor and Glencora M’cluskie as women who 

broke the stereotyped view of the era? 

  • How does the representation of women in this novel affect women’s lives and decisions?  

                       Anthony Trollope‘s Can You Forgive Her? is believed to be a feminist novel par 

excellence. Thus, we will adopt many theories such as feminism, psychoanalytic conceptions of 

marriage and gender theory. Many definitions are drawn from the concept of Feminism. But 

generally, Feminism is defined as a movement to promote women‘s status and their role in the 

different fields and it calls for equal rights for women with men.                 

Many researchers have conducted detailed studies about the issues that were raised in the 

novel. 

In 2014, John Sutherland worked on “ Power in Can You Forgive Her?” throughout this 

study, the writer attempts to explore the theme of power through the prisms of politics and 

gender by shedding the light on the main character Alice Vavasor and how she was reluctant in 

choosing her life partner. In 2005, Sharon Marcus worked on a research article entitled 

“Contracting Female Marriage in Trollope’s Can You Forgive Her?” This research analyses the 

female marriage in the novel through many gender relationships. 

The previously mentioned critical studies paved the way to the present study which 

entitled “Gender Relationships in Anthony Trollope’s Can You Forgive Her?” It is a study that 

attempts basically to represent Gender relationships in the aforementioned novel. This present 

thesis is significant in terms of dealing with Trollope‘s Can You Forgive Her? from a profound 

viewpoints. All the previous works and many others, in a way or another appreciate Can You 

Forgive Her? as a feminist novel with its unique style and language. However, each study and 

critic analyzes the novella through different perspectives taking into consideration the era when 

the novella was written. Those studies and critics did not focus too much on all the characters 

https://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/power-in-can-you-forgive-her#authorBlock1
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that play a major role in creating the power in Can You Forgive Her? That’s why this 

dissertation is going to focus on more characters deeply and with details by shedding the light to 

the misery of Victorian females and the influence of society on their decisions. 

The present dissertation consists of two main chapters starting with a theoretical and 

socio historical background and ending with one practical chapter. The first chapter deals with 

gender roles in the Victorian era, as well as gender roles in Victorian literature. The second 

chapter deals with Gender Relationships in the aforementioned novel and the new image of 

women given by Anthony Trollope focusing on two main female characters, Alice Vavasor and 

Glencora M’cluskie. 

This study lays the foundation for future investigations about this topic as it concerns 

with the representation of the misery of the Victorian women according to Anthony Trollope. 
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Chapter One: A Theoretical and Sociohistorical Background for the Study 

There is no doubt that, treating women as second class citizens is the biggest challenge 

that was facing women not only in the Victorian era but across history. Even though today 

women are more independent and proved their existence but they passed through many 

difficulties and obstacles which planted in them a sense of awareness to say no to patriarchy and 

to call for equality. For this reason, many brilliant writers treated gender issues in their works as 

a way to improve their social conditions and help women across the world and Britain.  

This chapter aims to give the reader an understanding of gender relationships in the 

Victorian era. The first section deals with gender roles in the Victorian era, a brief explanation of 

the era’s historical development and genders inequality in the aforementioned era, Gender 

Limitations during the Victorian Age and gender roles in the Victorian literature and how 

famous writers of this era presented genders in their works including Charles Dickens, Charlotte 

Brontë, and D.H. Lawrence Anthony Trollope. Then, the second section tackles the theories used 

in the study Feminism, Psychoanalysis and Gender theory. The latter including biological theory 

and structural functional theory 

   1. Gender Roles in Victorian Era 

1.1. Historical Background of the Victorian Era 

Victorianism went back to the accession of Queen Victoria to the crown in May 24th, 

1819 until her death on January 22
nd

, 1901. Victoria took the throne at the age of 18 when her 

uncle, William IV died. Her reign was the longest in the British history. During that time, 

Britain changed dramatically in many spheres: industry, economy and technology. Many 

historians like Michael Dunford, and Diane Perrons have characterized the Victorian era as 

Britain’s “Golden years" (275). But despite all these improvements and prosperity, The Victorian 

era was also characterized by pollution, poverty and injustice between genders. 
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England grew to become the greatest nation on earth to include Canada, Australia, New 

Zealand, Hong Kong, Singapore, South Africa, Kenya and India “England became the world’s 

most powerful and richest countries by ruling a quarter of the world’s population”(Ghazzel 8). 

Great Britain started to import raw materials from colonies such as cotton and silk and exported 

finished goods to countries around the world. It was also a great shift for people from agrarian to 

industrial cities. In addition to goods, the British felt that it’s high time to bring English values, 

laws, customs, and religion to the other races around the world. 

Advances in technology and science also took place in this era and changed the way 

people viewed the world forever and made their life very easy. The telephone which was 

invented in 1876 by Alexander Graham Bell and his assistant, Thomas Watson was the most 

extraordinary invention of all the times. The Electric Light also by Thomas Edison was a 

significant invention which replaced the gaslight in 1880. Other inventions include the, 

typewriters, sewing machine and radios that helped to make communication easier In addition to 

Bicycles, cars, steam powered boats and trains that helped people to travel 

           Britain became the greatest economical power in the world. The Crystal Palace played a 

vital role in this economic progress. The latter was built for the Great Exhibition of 1851. It was 

constructed of iron and glass, Bill Addis in an article entitled “The Crystal Palace and its Place 

in Structural History” published in 2006 described the crystal Palace “as the building that 

initiated the move away from traditional construction materials and methods” (03). Indeed, it 

was a paradigm shift in architecture which was first suggested by Albert, Prince of Consort along 

with some friends and advisors for the purpose of holding an international exhibition for all the 

nations fostered by the spirit of competition and self-financing. In fact, this Palace showed the 

British economic supremacy in the world. The latter was destroyed in 1936. 

                     Despite this immense power in several domains and spheres, pollution spread in England 

during this era due to many reasons such as the lack of personal hygiene, the dire conditions 
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which people lived in during this period and the unregulated coal burning. Actually, these led to 

many Epidemics, like cholera, typhoid and plague and caused a terrible smell in London in 1858, 

coming from the Thames River. Walker Hanlon points out that “Coal was not the only source of 

industrial pollution, chemical industries such as alkali producers were particularly harmful, 

releasing hydrochloric acid into the air and ruining the nearby environment” (7). For this reason, 

respiratory diseases were very common at that time as Hanlon states, “By the 1891- 1900 

decade, respiratory mortality was accounting for as many deaths as all of the major infectious 

diseases combine (8). 

1.2. The Patriarchal System 

       England was ruled by a female, Queen Victoria, and saw a huge progress in many fields 

even though her reign was known by the Patriarchal system in which the man was regarded as 

the head and the protector of the family. Silvia Walby in her book, Theorizing Patriarchy, which 

was published in 1990 defined the term patriarchy as a “system of social structures, and 

practices in which men dominate, oppress and exploit women” (20). The man was seen as 

strong, brave and hard-working. On the contrary, women were shy, weak and more emotional; 

their role was to create a place of peace where man could take refuge from the difficulties of 

modern life. This stereotyped idea of weak women led them to feel that they need protection and 

hence marriage, “The husband and wife are assumed to be one person, and that person is the 

husband” (Lacey 381). They were responsible only to give birth to children and to look after 

their houses; they couldn’t even vote, sue or own a property. The feminist reformer Barbara 

Leigh Smith Bodichon indicates that ‘‘a married woman has no legal existence. A man and wife 

are one person in law; the wife loses all her rights as a single woman, and her existence is 

entirely absorbed in that of her husband. He is civilly responsible for her acts; she lives under his 

protection or cover, and her condition is called coverture’’ (qtd in Murdoch 3-4).  
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       Due to this subjection of women, many women writers used male nicknames to get their 

novels printed because it was very difficult for women from lower and middle class to enter the 

literature domain which was only allowed for men. The best example was Mary Ann Evans who 

achieved fame under the masculine name George Eliot. Charlotte Brontë also wrote under the 

masculine pseudonym Currer Bell. Women in the view of the Victorian society are always 

neglected, “Whatever their social rank, in the eyes of the law women were second-class citizens” 

(Gallagher 57). 

            In fact, the Victorians had a conservative view on women, and they did not accept the 

idea that women are equal to men: 

In reality women held an important position as wives since they took care of the 

household, any servants, helped with their husband’s work, and managed the 

finances, however from the male’s point of view; women were nothing more than 

overly emotional and mindless creatures ruled by their sexuality, or simply the 

sex. (Vickery 389) 

         This stereotyped idea led women to suffer a lot especially those who decided to be 

different and independent; they were not welcome within the Victorian society that was a strong 

masculine one. This inequality was regarded in work field and education. 

1.3. Gender Limitations during the Victorian Age 

            In 19thcentury and in such a patriarchal society (Victorian society), the status of women 

and their importance were neglected in all domains. They faced different difficulties although 

England was a powerful and wealthy nation. 

1.3.1. Gender in Work Conditions 

       Many women needed to have an income to support their families maybe because the men 

in the household were not making enough money to survive or were sick but when they entered 

the work places they did not feel welcome. Kara L.Barett in her thesis entiteled “Victorian 
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Women and Their Working Roles” points out that “Women because they were second-class to 

men were open to more crimes against them without any consequence to the male that is 

committing the crime. This made Rapes, sexual harassment in the workplace, sexual threats 

while going to and from work, and even physical violence were common to women workers” 

(07). Indeed, working women of this era did not have a fair chance with men; they were not 

treated equally and they had lower wages than males, “Women workers did not harmonize with 

the philosophy of the Victorians, their definition of the home. Women ought to marry. There 

ought to be husbands for them. Women were potential mothers” (Neff 14). Many works showed 

how working women suffered and were treated very badly within the Victorian society such as 

Helen Fleetwood, Goblin Market and North and South. 

Actually, the Victorian community was divided into classes. Woman of the higher class 

i.e. the Nobility class, enjoyed life. Her daily activities were visiting family, friends, sewing, 

dancing, reading and writing letters. She was highly educated. This wealthy woman preferred 

going to evening parties. They wore expensive clothes with jewels. Woman of middle class was 

expected to educate, help her family in business and try to get married into nobility. Women of 

those two classes could be active outside the domestic sphere and had nannies to take care of 

their children and teach them. Also, middle class women helped poor ones in their free times and 

guided them. However, lower class women were very poor, and treated unfairly. They had only 

the choice of working to survive. They often earned low wages and worked in bad 

circumstances. Some of them sold food to others, repaired fishing nets, worked in factories, or, 

as, servants. Others took menial jobs like laborers and prostitution. Commonly, these women 

remained single all their lives. In fact, woman who were involved in the work place were viewed 

as being damaged and somehow less worthy of a good life and reputation than those woman who 

were spared from the often brutal working conditions and hours which the woman faced. 
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       Children also worked in mines, factories and workshops. It was a childhood assault. 

Many children, if not all, suffered from health problems due to working at this young age and in 

such dreadful working conditions like blindness and asthma. As a consequence, safety measures 

were made in the 1800’s including reducing working hours and improving conditions. 

1.3.2 Gender in Education    

            In Victorian England, women believed that they needed to study Artistic talents such as 

singing, dancing and languages. In another meaning, they needed the education which would 

help them to earn a suitable husband and become housewives “A woman without the ability to 

handle a little music, a little drawing, and lots of needlework was considered lacking, as was a 

woman who was socially gauche” (Calder 117). Even though many universities and colleges 

were opened for women, several families refused to send their daughters to study because they 

thought that this would affect their marriage chances afterward. John Lawson and Harold Silver 

in 1973 in their book, A Social History of Education in England, stated that “the elementary 

Education act of 1870 was the most workable piece of compromise legislation in English 

nineteenth-century. It did not introduce free or compulsory education, but it made both possible” 

(308). Starting from the elementary Education act of 1870, primary education became obligatory 

for every male and female, but secondary education was not even available yet even for the 

upper-class families till the 1890s. 

            In fact, Women’s situation started to improve, even if this improvement was very slow 

and gradual. Starting by the Married Women´s Property Act of 1882 and 1892, the property, 

Herttell Indicates should be “deemed to be her own separate estate……subject to her own 

control and disposal in like manner and as effectively as if she were feme sole” (277). This act 

removed the husband´s control over his wife´s money after years of suffering and political 

pressure and allowed her to own, buy and sell her own property, in this way the courts were 

forced to treat a husband and a wife as two separate legal entities. But the women vote right was 
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not allowed yet. Women were not able to vote until the end of the Victorian era. In fact, the 

Victorian society was separated into two spheres: 

Men and women were expected to fill separated spheres of society; it means that 

women belonged to the private sphere which was home (housekeeping, 

childrearing), and men to the public sphere which was business, politics, and law 

(Keche and Mammeri 11). 

1.3.3 Gender Roles and Marriage 

           Since ancient times, marriage has been a strong bond between male and female. This bond 

is based on affection and compassion. Its main goal is to establish a happy family and to have 

children. In fact, marriage is the process by which two people make their relationship public, 

official, and permanent. It is the joining of two people in a bond that putatively lasts until death, 

but can be short and cut by separation or divorce in other words, it can be for a lifetime or it may 

be short-lived. Thomas Hylland Eriksen defines marriage as “Whether or not persons choose 

their spouses, marriage is very commonly perceived as a relationship between groups, not 

primarily between individuals” (2). Marriage’s primary purpose is to bind women to men and to 

form a family.  

           Eriksen also says that “marriage is essential for human survival” (1). It has ancient roots, 

the first marriage ceremonies uniting one woman and one man go back to 2350 B.C., in 

Mesopotamia. Then, over the next several hundred years, marriage developed into a widespread 

institution embraced by the ancient Hebrews, Greeks, and Romans. In a volume entitled A short 

History of Human Marriage, Edward Westermarck writes: 

http://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/divorce
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Marriage is a relation of one or more men and women which is recognized by the 

custom or law and involves certain rights and duties both in the case of the parties 

entering the union and in the case of children born of it.(3) 

                     In a society where marriage means protection and motherhood equals the best 

achievement, being independent and unique Victorian woman is very taught and has debts. 

Actually, Marriage in the Victorian era was woman’s primary goal, as she spent her life in 

learning cooking and housework in order to get married and form a family. Wollstonecraft 

argues that "the only way for woman to rise in the world is by marriage"(qtd. In Perkin 54). In 

fact, women in the Victorian society had one main role in life, which is to marry and take part in 

their husband’s interest’s and business. Before marriage, they would learn housewife skills such 

as weaving, cooking, washing, and cleaning in order to get a rich partner “A woman must have a 

thorough knowledge of music, singing, drawing, dancing, and the modern languages …; and 

besides all this, she must possess a certain something in her air and manner of walking, the tone 

of her voice, her address and expressions …” (Bermingham 8). Since it was a period of 

patriarchy, women did not have the right to do many things such as studying, politics and even 

her property after marriage goes directly to her husband. In the Victorian law a husband and a 

wife are one person and the husband is that person. In fact, all the women in the Victorian era 

lack the freedom of choice in selecting their husbands, also the society affected them a lot, as 

they found themselves between satisfying their masculine society and between satisfying 

themselves.        

                     Discrimination against girls and women is therefore part of the Victorian system which 

favors males.  Wife and children were considered as one of husband's property. Her actions were 

under his direction. He had a complete control over her property, money and even her body. He 

controlled all what her body produced such as sex, children, and domestic labor. That was 

because of Victorian laws which legitimated beating wives and marital rape. They were obliged 
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to do as what their husbands desired. According to Porter Roy, “a married woman had these 

following functions: obeying her husbands, producing heirs, running the house hold, and being 

ladylike an ambassadress of grace” (41). Gilbert Sandra and Gubar Susan state that “woman 

became an evil when she tried to think about herself” (601). She had to live in an oppressed 

society without claiming. 

                     In her life, Victorian woman had to endure the difficult circumstances. Wife should 

endure her husband's cruelty, violence, control, and verbal abuse. However, he had the right to 

participate in affairs with another woman. Furthermore, the wife did not have the right to speak, 

defend herself, or demand divorce. In fact, it was as social taboo. The husband was the controller 

and the powerful. 

                     In case of marriage, fathers had the right to take their children whenever they wanted and 

beat mothers without fear of law. Joan Perkin in a book entitled Women and Marriage in 

Nineteenth Century England states that:       

A Divorce Bill could be obtained as a matter of right by an innocent husband 

against a  wife found guilty of adultery un condoned by him: a wife who wanted a 

divorce had to prove not only adultery by the husband but aggravating enormities 

such as physical cruelty, bigamy or incest".(23) 

While, husband had only to prove simple adultery by his wife and for this reason he could 

divorce her. After that, woman would lose her social position and her children who were 

remained under the husband's responsibility. Because of the belief that woman weak, unstable, 

and incapable of making rational decisions, children were from father's rights. In this context, 

there was a huge distinction between men's and women's rights. Victorian women's rights and 

privileges were limited or not existed at all. Both married and single woman lived with 

disadvantages and hardships. 
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2. Gender Roles in Victorian Literature 

2.1. Victorian Author’s Attitudes towards Women 

It was the age of Realism, that’s why novels written at that time showed the world’s daily 

life through a successful method of presenting modern problems and modern ideals “Most 

writers portrayed the nineteenth-century British woman as a naive, accepting figure with strong 

concerns about living up to the given societal ideals for a respectable woman”. In a masculine 

society par excellence, many writers were very aware of the weaknesses of this patriarchal 

society and chose to use literature as a weapon to treat many significant social subjects and 

improve their social conditions. Indeed, the Victorian era is considered to be the golden age of 

the English novel. According to Evans Ifore, “England witnessed new values in the production 

of fiction and audience reading, between 1870 and 1880, there was an increase in the number of 

people who could read both men and women” (262). Charles Dickens, Charlotte Brontee, D.H 

Lawrence and Anthony Trollope are examples of those brilliant writers. 

            Charles John Huffam Dickens (1812-1870) is one of the greatest novelists of 

the Victorian era who wrote many feminist novels and depicted gender. From the eye of a 

protector, Dickens chose to represent the victims of his society to shed the light on the changes 

that should take place in order to improve the social condition and cure the society.  

Dickens’ character, Estella Havisham, from one of his most well-known books, Great 

Expectations, “highlights the critical negative aspects of female education and the imposed 

values of that time” (Hagan 1954). Estella was affected negatively by Miss Havisham, the lady 

who raised her since she was three years old. Miss Havisham and because she lived a miserable 

emotional life, she thought Estella to be tough, arrogant and harsh. In fact, she destroyed her 

personality and her ability to express her feelings. Estella lost everything soft and cute in her 

character. She despised and underestimated men, she used her beauty to attract them and then 

break their hearts. One of her victims was Pip who said “What I had never seen before was the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Victorian_era
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saddened softened light of the once proud eyes; what I had never felt before, was the friendly 

touch of the once insensible hand” (Dickens 540). Dickens aim thorough out this novel was to 

deliver a very significant message which is how both the effect of society and the luck of 

education affect the woman’s character.  

Dickens also dealt with other problems and issues that interest his society such as 

poverty, crime, strikes and lockouts in factories, “As a realist and moralist, he tries to give a 

“true” picture of the society of his times with its shams, deceptions and vanities”(Soni 5). 

       David Herbert Lawrence (1885-1930) also is an English writer and poet who depicted 

gender in his works especially in women in Love which was published in 1920 and the Rainbow 

which was published in 1915. The two novels are linked; they tell the story of the same family 

which is the Bangwen family. 

       The novel Women in Love tells the story of the two sisters Ursula and Gudrum Brangwen 

who lived together in Beldover England. The first was a teacher and the second was a teacher of 

art and painter. In their searching for love and marriage, they met two men who lived near their 

house Rupert Birkn and Gerald Cricht. Later on Ursula falls in love with Rupert and Gudrum 

with Gerald. While societal norms asserted that women should get married for the sake of 

security and more specifically to be under the umbrella of a man, the man which will protect her 

and be her lord, The Brangwen sisters’ attitudes towards marriage are really different and 

contrast to their society. In fact, the two sisters rejected and challenged the traditional values of 

the Victorian era that insist on marriage obligatory. 

In The Rainbow, Ursula was a young woman who struggled against her society 

restrictions for independence. The eldest child of the third generation of Brangwens was 

different from her childhood; she was intelligent, independent and unique since her childhood. In 

an article entitled “Ursula Brangwen in D.H. Lawrence’s The Rainbow - A Feminist 

Perspective” Baljinder Kaur states:  
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                            In another incident, once she forgets to lock the Parish-room and the children have 

a free access to it. The father is so angry that he strikes a duster against her face. 

Ursula, proud and sensitive as she is, takes it as an insult and never forgets. Ursula 

is a creature who doesn't know any laws. She lives exclusively for herself (110). 

In a society were virginity and virtue are synonyms, Ursula was the first of her family 

women to lose virginity before weeding. Ursula challenged her society and her father again when 

she refused to marry. D.H.Lawrence gave the reader a sample of how woman can be contrast to 

her patriarchal society. She can work, love and choose the appropriate person who suits her 

thinking. 

         Charlotte Brontë (1816-1855), the eldest of the three Brontë sisters wrote Jane Eyre 

which is considered as one of the greatest novels of all the times. Brontë was very feminist and 

aware about women rights. In this sense, she depicted women who were abused physically, 

emotionally and mentally and she chose powerful words to express the tragedy of her sex and 

their suffering.                    

                   In Jane Eyre, The character Bertha Mason, Rochester’s wife suffered from oppression 

and bad treatment. She was locked in a dark attic for ten years by her husband Rochester. Bertha 

suffered from mental illness which is considered at that time as a weakness point for women, she 

was totally dependent on Rochester because all her fortune went to him after their marriage, 

“Being not only a woman but also a West-Indian, that is a white Creole, Bertha experienced 

both Women’s oppression and racial prejudice”(Qian 421).Indeed, Rochester  

 wanted to hide the obstacle that prevented him from marrying Jane which was contrast to the 

typical female gender roles of the Victorian England society. Jane refused to marry before she 

established her life and became financially independent. Jane Eyre is an example of how women 

can move from a life of poverty and oppression to independence and success. Bronte herself 

suffered a lot in her life before becoming a brilliant writer; she lived in miserable conditions 
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within a harsh patriarchal system exactly as Jane did. So Jane Eyre was a mirror to the writer’s 

life. Mr. Rochester preferred the independent side of Jane’s personality. Jane’s independent mind 

made her unique and different from the women who lived in that era; hence, Mr. Rochester fell 

in love with her intelligence, wit, and calm morality. 

Charlotte Brontë showed that even though there are oppressed women who suffered a lot 

within such patriarchal system, there are also others who have the will to change their situations 

to be better and fight to be independent and unique despite the difficulty of the mission. Indeed, 

Jane Eyre gave voice to the struggle of Victorian women. 

                          Anthony Trollope (1815-1882) is one of the best known of the English novelists of the 

Victorian age. He wrote novels on political, social, and gender issues. Anthony Trollope and 

throughout his works, he depicted the misery of the Victorian woman within a conservative 

patriarchal society which restricts her rights. Hence, the Victorian woman cannot be vital until 

she free herself from the domination of this masculine society. 

3. Feminism, Psychoanalysis and Gender theory 

Although women suffered from depression, inequality, injustice and violence but they 

were able to stand up each time and to find solutions all the times. In fact, women make their 

issue a global. This part discusses the following points: The feminist theory, Psychoanalytic 

conceptions of marriage more specifically narcissism as well as gender role. 

3.1. The Feminist Theory 

       Since the study is aimed to raise issues involved with women, the application of the 

Feminist theory is required.   

3.1.1 Defining Feminism 

  Over time, feminist activists have fought against all forms of discrimination women faced 

such as owning a property, the right for voting, protection from violence, rape, sexual assault, 

work place rights……..etc.  Zara Huda states that “… women need feminism because they suffer 
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injustice …’’ (01). In fact, there is no exact definition that can be drawn for the concept of 

Feminism, it has various definitions. In her book Feminist Theory from Margin to Center, Bell 

Hooks indicates that “a central problem within feminist discourse has been our inability 

to…arrive at a consensus of opinion about what feminism is…” (17). However, the following 

lines will try to focus on the main principles of Feminism theory: 

Defining feminism can be challenging but it broadly includes women and men 

who act, speak and write about women's issues, rights and social injustice. 

Broadly, feminists are concerned with issues such as gender differences and 

equality for women. They all share one common goal: the liberation of all women 

from oppression and discrimination. (Botting and Houser 265) 

For the majority, Feminism deals with women’s situation in a patriarchal masculine 

society. Hook defines Feminism as “the struggle to end sexiest oppression. Its aim is not to 

benefit solely any specific group of women any particular race or class of women” (26). It is also 

concerned with making the world a better place for the human life through the establishing of 

certain policies. George Ritzer in his book Sociological Theory demonstrates that: 

Feminism is a generalized, wide-ranging system of ideas about social life and 

human experience developed from a woman- centered perspective in two ways. 

First, the starting point of all its investigation is the situation and experiences of 

women in society. Second, it seeks to describe the social world from the 

distinctive vantage points of women…The third question for all feminists is: how 

can we change and improve the social world so as to make it a more just place for 

all people. (455) 

                     Feminist history knew the emergence of multiple feminist movements at different periods 

in the form of waves and each one “describing and dealing with different aspects of the same 

feminist issues” (Krolokke and Sorensen 2). The first feminist wave emerged from the late 
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nineteenth century to the early twentieth century, and it was concerned with political issues of 

women especially the right to vote. The second feminist wave was not only involved with 

women‘s political issues but also targeted to improve the status of women in the full civil life 

during the late of the 1960s and the 1970s. This latter saw the emergence of various types of 

Feminism, including liberal feminism, socialist feminism, radical feminism, and cultural 

feminism. While the third wave feminism started in the early 1990s in order to realize the 

failures of the second wave. Wendy Wood in an article entitled “Feminism and the Evolution of 

Sex Differences and Similarities” states, “The third wave feminism is a reaction against second 

wave feminism and a response to its assumed failures. It is a response to the backlash against 

movements created by the second wave” (91). 

Anthony Trollope is a very famous English novelist and civil servant of the Victorian era 

known by writing books about themes which promote his unique feminist perspective in an era 

which restricts women rights and considered them as only house wives. This was shown in his 

novel Can You Forgive Her? The latter reports how women are escaping the effect and the 

authority of the Victorian patriarchal society and raises their awareness about independence and 

freedom.  

3.2. Psychoanalytic Theory 

            Psychoanalysis is a set of psychological theories and therapeutic methods which have 

their origin in the works of Sigmund Freud in 1896. It has many concepts that are difficult for the 

reader to grasp immediately. Psychoanalysis is a therapy also. It is mainly used to treat 

depression and anxiety disorders “Psychoanalysis is a theory, a technique, an organization, a 

language, an ethos, an ethic, a climate” (Gellner 5). In Psychoanalysis the human personality can 

be divided into two parts the conscious and the unconscious minds which are constantly in 

conflict. Also the human psychic is comprised of three parts: the id, the ego and the super ego. 

The id is the unconscious part of the mind that has no morality and still infantile throughout the 

https://www.simplypsychology.org/psyche.html
https://www.simplypsychology.org/Sigmund-Freud.html
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person’s life, it includes the desire for eating, sex…..etc. The super ego plays the critical role; it 

tells you what is right and what is wrong. It always follows the rules. While the ego is the more 

organized and realistic agent, it mediates between the instinctual desires. For this reason, 

Sigmund Freid developed Defense mechanisms such as Displacement, Denial, Projection, 

Regression and Sublimation in order to protect the persons from anxiety or guilt which may 

happen when the id and the superego become too demanding. “Freud believed that people could 

be cured by making conscious their unconscious thoughts and motivations, thus gaining insight” 

(McLeod 1). 

3.4. Psychoanalytic Conceptions of Marriage 

3.4.1 Narcissism 

                          According to freid, person's choice of a partner is either narcissistic or anaclitic. Women 

are more tended to be narcissistic while men are are anaclitic: 

Freud on Narcissism distinguishes two types of marital partner choice: self - 

loving or narcissistic, when a person's choice of a partner is based either on a 

model of a person's own self or on a narcissistic ideal of what a person wanted to 

become and anaclictic or incestuous type of a partner choice influenced by 

fixation on parental figures. Woman makes narcissistic choice governed by an 

ideal of man she wanted to become in childhood. (Markovic 380)  

          In a dissertation entitled Psychoanalytic Conceptions of Marriage and Marital 

Relationships written in 1999, Zorica Marković points out that “According to Freud, women 

are more inclined to narcissistic type of choice, seeking in man narcissistic ideal they wanted to 

acomplish, while men tend more to anaclictic type of choice, looking for a mother in a 

woman”(380). 

 

 



 
 

21 
 

 4. Gender Role 

                          It is known that Feminism has always been concerned with the issue of gender. They 

used ''sex'' to refer to the biological distanctions between male and female based on their 

reproductive structures such as chromosomes, hormones, sex organs and other physical 

features. While they use ''gender'' to denote women and men depending on the social, cultural, 

behavioral and emotional differences. When babies are born, their parents identify their sexes 

as either males or females according to their biological features, in this way sex is inherited by 

birth while gender can be changed by time and culture. 

                          Gender role can be understood as the varied roles attributed to the two genders males and 

females. In other words, it is a separate pattern of personality signs, attitudes, interest and 

behaviors that are deemed as either male or female by one's culture. 

          There is no doubt that every culture in the world has gender role expectations for how 

women and men should act and behave. Sometimes it is related to biological factors and 

extrapolation of reproductive roles in society especially in primitive cultures. Deborah L Best 

in a book entitled Gender Roles in Childhood and Adolescence emphasizes on the role of 

culture in building and developing gender role by stating that “Culture has profound effects on 

behavior, prescribing how babies are delivered, how children are socialized, how they are 

dressed, what is considered intelligent behavior, what tasks children are taught, and what roles 

adult men and women will adopt” (202). Indeed, each culture has its own gender role i.e. 

gender looks differently across different cultures. 

          The study of gender role was very significant for men and women to learn their different 

roles. According to Mussen Paul: 

It is a banal truth that an individual's sex role is the most salient of his many social 

roles. No other social role directs more of his overt behavior, emotional reactions, 

cognitive functions, covert attitudes and general psychological and social 
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adjustments…. Nor is the ascription of any role more fundamental for the 

maintenance and continuity of society. Activities, tasks, characteristics and 

attitudes are assigned differently to men and women in all cultures. (707) 

Researchers suggest different theories about how gender roles are developed and why 

these roles exist. Theories are such: biological theory, and structural functional theory. 

4.1. Biological Theory 

          Biological theory proposes that the difference in male and female roles resulted from the 

biological differences inherent in both sexes. These differences centered on hormones, 

chromosomes, and brain size and structure. After many trials which experienced verbal, spatial, 

creative, numerical, and analytical abilities, scientists concluded that the hormones and genetic 

structure contributed to females, they are being able to succeed in doing verbal tasks. On the 

other hand, males succeed in doing analytical tasks. 

          According to Biological theory men and because of their irritable, aggressive behaviors 

and greater force they are considered as lords of the families. On the other hand, women are 

commonly associated with nurturing and domestic care due to their conserve energy, laziness 

and passive behavior. 

         Dobson James argues that women were biologically different and “resistant to change 

through the influences of culture” (33). Chodorow Nancy claims that the biological point of 

view assumes that women had “a natural mothering instinct, or maternal instinct, and therefore 

it is natural that they are mothers or even that they therefore ought to be mother”. (65) 

         Wood Juliet summarizes that the value of the biological theory was the '' identification of 

ways in which our choices are influenced by innate and relatively stable factors. Yet, biological 

theories tell us only about physiological and genetic qualities of men and women in general'' 

(42).  

4.2. Structural Functional Theory 
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                       The Structural Functional Theory means that both women and men in a given society 

should understand their places and roles according to the culture and society needs. Its central 

idea is the organization. Females were expected to belong to the domestic sphere; their main 

role is to take care of their children and houses. In contrast, males were expected to belong to 

the public sphere. 

5. Conclusion 

         To conclude this chapter, The Victorian period as Prince Albert describes was a “period 

of most wonderful transition” (1). Indeed, it was a period of prosperity in many fields, industry, 

economy and science, the invention of many extraordinary inventions which changed the world 

dramatically. The Victorian era was a period of a radical change that brought England to its 

highest point of development.  

                       Despite all of this development and prosperity, the Victorian era was a time of contrast, of 

prosperity and poverty, of justice and injustice, of peace and violence. Gender inequality is the 

much discussed subject of all the times due to the subjection of women during that period in 

which the male was the dominant. In fact, the Victorian women lives centered only on their 

husbands and their children. They were suffering especially the married woman who could not 

control her own property. Even in education, women have little chance to study and work, in 

addition to other important fields such as politics, medicine, art and science. 

         Over the six decades of Queen Victoria’s reign, some sixty thousand works of prose 

fiction were published in Great Britain alone. Indeed, it was the golden age of the English 

novel, literature at that time prospered and treated many social subjects. Several brilliant male 

and female writers such as Charles John Huffam Dickens, David Herbert Lawrence, Charlotte 

Brontë and Anthony Trollope chose to use their pens as a weapon to improve their social 

conditions; they treated women oppression, social injustice, corruption………..etc. However, 
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theorists suggest various theories that differentiate gender role like biological theory and 

structural functional theory. 
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Chapter Two: Gender Relationships in Can You Forgive Her 

         The patriarchal British culture has always tried to regard women as subordinate to men, 

passive, and irrational. This negative representation of women has been an attempt to retain 

women under male authority and prevent them from recognizing their effect and power. Many 

brilliant writers tried to shed the light to the misery of Victorian women through their works and 

fight patriarchy such as Anthony Trollope. 

  Anthony Trollope is a very famous English novelist and civil servant of the Victorian era 

known by writing books about themes which promote his unique feminist perspective in an era 

which restricted women rights and considered them as only house wives. In this way, they 

needed to get liberated from this patriarchal authority. This was shown in his novel Can You 

Forgive Her? The latter reports how women are escaping the effect and the authority of the 

Victorian patriarchal society and raises their awareness about independence and freedom. 

Trollope‘s Can You Forgive Her? is the first of his Palliser novels published serially 

between 1864-65. It can be considered as a feminist novel par excellence because it shows how 

patriarchal culture seeks to define women and restrict them by marginalizing their role and 

representing the passive image of them. Furthermore, Trollope tries to show how women on the 

other side, reject the gender role imposed on them and instead, they establish a feminist 

theological perspective contrast to the Victorian patriarchal system. Hence, gender relationships 

were raised in the novel dealing with how women overcome the influence of the patriarchal 

society. 

            Therefore, this chapter tries to examine the representation of the new image and the role 

of women in the novel which is totally contrasted to the Victorian era. The first part tackles 

gender roles and marriage and the representation of the new image of women in the novel 

through its main female characters: Alice Vavasor and her cousin Lady Glencora M’cluskie 
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while the second part tackles the impact of Culture on Alice Vavasor and Glencora McCluskie. 

Hence, the feminist and psycho analysis theories are put into practice. 

1. Traditional Gender Roles in the Novel 

            Since marriage was considered as an achievement for the Victorian woman, female 

characters of can You Forgive Her are two types the normal type which accept the traditional 

gender roles of their society with leniency and conviction while others choose to rebel against 

those patriarchal traditions. 

1.1. Lady Macleod 

       Lady Macleod, the nursemaid of Alice Vavasor, is one of those who accepted their 

traditional gender roles. She believes that marriage is essential for the female life. She believes 

also that society is organized and each person is supposed to do what is right for him or her. For 

this reason, woman should stay at home while waiting the suitable partner. As it is assumed 

within a conservative society, the unmarried woman should learn many skills in order to be 

loved and perfect “unmarried girl might very properly go to a consert under such circumstances 

as new existed without any special invitation” (11).She also should not travel alone especially in 

the case of Alice who was engaged to John Grey and wanted to travel with her cousin George 

Vavasor: 

Lady Macleod was clearly not of this opinion; she looked very grim as she made this 

allusion to cousin George, and seemed to be preparing herself for a fight”.(12) 

            She adds “And has your father been told that he is going? And does Mr. Grey know that 

he is going?”(12). Concerning the structural functional theory, Mary Jo Hatch states in her book 

entitled Organization Theory: Modern, Symbolic, and Postmodern Perspectives, that: 
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Anthony Giddens called the idea “duality of structure” where by the organizations 

are facilitated and constrained by structures, procedures, and expectations and at 

the same time, form them. (125) 

            In a conversation between Lady Macleod and Alice Vavasor, when the latter was 

thinking to break the engagement with her fiancé, Lady Macleod was trying to convince her that 

this behavior is not acceptable within their society: 

My dear Vavasor, can this be true! There are things in which a young lady has no 

right to change her mind after it has been once made up; and certainly when a 

young lady has accepted a gentleman. He cannot legally make you become his 

wife, but he has a right to claim you before god and man. (146) 

            She adds “I hope you will think of this before you persist in destroying your own 

happiness and perhaps that of a very worthy man” (146). 

            Lady Macleod also believes that pleasing the society is essential especially the 

conservative one which sacred marriage, she said:  

I impose you, my dear miss vavasor, to remember what you owe to God and man, 

and to carry out an engagement made by yourself, that is in all respects comme il 

faut and which will give entire satisfaction to your friends and relatives. If you do 

this you will always find me to be your sincere friend. (147) 

       Lady Macleod thinks that woman should stay at home while waiting the suitable partner. 

As it is assumed within a conservative society.  Chodorow Nancy claims that the biological point 

of view assumes that women had “a natural mothering instinct, or maternal instinct, and 

therefore it is natural that they are mothers or even that they therefore ought to be mother” (22). 

2. The New Image of Women in Trollope’s Can You Forgive Her 
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2.1. Alice Vavasor 

            Anne Vavasor is 24 years old beautiful woman with a mere fortune. She is one of the 

major characters and she is given a vital role throughout the course of the novel. Her mother died 

after her birth and was raised by her maternal aunt, Lady Macleod, a “Calvinist sabbatarian” ( 

Rodriguez 47). She has a strong will and pleasant humor: 

                        It was not that her face was old, but that there was nothing that was girlish in her 

manners. Her demeanour was as staid, and her voice as self-possessed as though 

she had already been ten years married. In person, she was tall and well made, 

rather large in her neck and shoulders… but by no means fat. Her hair was brown, 

but very dark… her eyes, too were dark… and her complexion was far away from 

being fair. Her nose was somewhat broad, and retroussé too…. (Trollope 12) 

            In contrast to the females in her era, Anne has a different definition for marriage and 

love. Love for her is partnership not ownership. She is looking for a person who is honest, wise 

and can strive for the other part. Anne was unique; she was looking for a person who really 

appreciates her love and interest. She is against the marriage only for the sake of having a 

husband and babies but for finding a partner who really appreciates her and probably has the 

same thinking as her. Indeed, while the image of marriage as the height of personal romantic 

achievement flourished in the Victorian era, it was also a period where women fought to achieve 

more autonomy within their own marriages and more freedom to be openly critical of marriage 

as a whole.  In fact, while marriage was considered as a necessity for survival, Anne was not sure 

whether marriage is a suitable institution or not. For this reason, she was different from the 

Victorian females whose lives were centered on marriage and babies. Anne found all the 

characteristics she dreams about in the gentle man John Grey, her fiancé. She has found a man 

who she believes can provide her with a fulfilling life “She knew him to be clever, ambitious, 
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bold,—and she believed even yet, in spite of her own experience, that he might not be bad at 

heart “(Trollope 25).Also the marriage with John Grey would be respectable  “Mr. Grey was a 

man of high character, of good though moderate means; he was, too, well educated, of good 

birth, a gentleman, and a man of talent”.(18) 

            In fact, Alice becomes wiser in choosing her partner after a failed relationship full of 

vanity and love of possession: 

                       Now, now that she was older and perhaps wiser, love meant a partnership, in 

which each partner would be honest to the other, in which each would wish and 

strive for the other’s welfare, so that thus their joint welfare might be insured. 

(Trollope 25) 

            Alice is independent and looking for care and interest, the things that she did not find in 

George Vavasor, Anne’s cousin and ex-fiance, a man in the thirties who has lived in London 

since he was twenty years old. He held several occupations but he failed because of his selfish 

and aggressive character; he started as a parliamentary land agent for five years before he 

knocked down the parliamentary agent and lost his job. He became then a partner in an 

established firm of wine merchants. George was ambitious and bold which made his partners 

afraid of him. He was a character who loved to take risks, Lady Macleod, Anne’s maternal aunt, 

always called him the Wild Man and Alice agreed with her. Even though George worked very 

hard in this job, he was acting childishly when he should have been a respected man and Alice 

broke the engagement.     

            Moreover, in a society where Proposals, engagements, and marriage are central features 

to Victorian society, breaking engagements was not easily accepted, Anne and unlike the women 

of her time, was bold and brave and could not forgive the childish behaviors of George and 

breaks the engagement. 
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            In a book entitled Psychoanalytic Conceptions of Marriage Zorika Markovic states that 

“According to Freid, women are more inclined to narcissistic type of choice, seeking in man 

narcissistic ideal they wanted to accomplish”(2). In other words, women are more narcissists in 

choosing their partners and they prefer to be loved more than to love. Alice as all the women is 

narcissist, she believed herself to be attractive and special. She also believes that she deserves to 

be respected, loved and gratified but George failed to be her suitable partner. In fact, all 

Narcissistic women have common special personal characteristics including beauty, attraction, 

confidence and power. This kind of people attracts a lot of admiration and attention, and took 

leadership roles. They are ready to leave everything hurt them. Their ego is much powerful than 

anything else. They are “full of self sufficiency, personal narcissism, self appreciation, ready to 

preserve their Ego from anything which may minimize it, which attracts persons with less 

amount of personal narcissism”( Markovic 380). Freud described the narcissistic personality in 

his 1931 essay Libidinal Types: 

He described a narcissist as someone who was primarily focused on 

selfpreservation, who was independent, not easily intimidated, aggressive, 

extraverted, high in activity, and unable to love or commit in relationships. He 

also noted that these people often attract a lot of admiration and attention, and 

readily take on leadership roles. (Konrath 3) 

                 Moreover, Alice considered the first love or the love in early life as worshiping the lover 

and because it leads the person to dispense his rights. The same feeling happened to her when 

she loved her cousin George Vavasor, and Anne at a time decided to abandon his idolatry. In 

Trollope’s words, “Then, in those early girlish days, it had meant a total abnegation of self. The 

one was of earth, and therefore possible. The other had been a ray from heaven,—and 

impossible, except in a dream” (Trollope 25). 
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            After this failed engagement, Alice decided to have a rest and think much carefully in her 

current relationship with Grey “Alice’s move to reject Grey is a response to his movement to 

dominate Alice”(Rodriguez 49).Alice understood from Grey’s behaviors that he is going to 

assume total authority over her: 

Spoke of their engagement as though it were a betrothal, as betrothals used to be 

of yore; as though they were already in some sort married. Such betrothals are not 

made. There still remained, both to him and to her, a certain liberty of extricating 

themselves from this engagement. (Trollope 24) 

            Alice cannot neglect the generosity and kindness of John Grey “no man could be more 

gracious in word and manner than John Grey”(Trollope 32) but at the same time his desire for 

control was an obstacle for Alice.  When her Aunt Lady Macleod asked her about the time of 

marriage and why she had not fixed the date yet, Alice was hesitant and replied: 

Ah! That’s just it. People always do seem to think it so terrible that a girl should 

have her own way in anything. She mustn’t like any one at first; and then, when 

she does like someone, she must marry him directly she’s bidden. I haven’t much 

of my own way at present; but you see, when I’m married I shan’t have it at all. 

You can’t wonder that I shouldn’t be in a hurry. (24) 

            In this way, Alice was against the traditions of her patriarchal society which obliged a 

woman to get married directly without taking a time to think even. This primitive society 

considers woman as biologically weak and was created to be in the private sphere. For Alice, the 

idea of marriage is not an easy task to think about rapidly, it’s also a private decision which goes 

to the woman herself. The latter should not allow anyone to interfere in her private affairs and 

pressure her to fix the date of marriage. For this reason, she postponed her decision about 

marriage until her fiancé Mr,Grey returns from  Switzerland and decide together. 
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            George Vavasor had stood a contest for a seat in Parliament, and despite he failed in the 

elections he gained a good reputation. He became engaged to an heiress, who died a month 

before the marriage. George was brave and even though he lost his money in elections and 

gambling. Alice admired his courage and in a moment of enthusiasm, she breaks the engagement 

with John Grey and renews the engagement with her cousin George “She did not understand 

him, but I fear that she admired the kind of courage which he professed” (Trollope37). In fact, 

Alice does not know what she wants. In fact her ego and super ego are in a battle. George 

stopped gambling and his life started to go for the better: 

No. I have given that up altogether. I used to gamble, but I never do that now, and 

never shall again. What I mean is this,—that I hold myself in readiness to risk 

everything at any moment, in order to gain any object that may serve my turn. I 

am always ready to lead a forlorn hope. That’s what I mean by tossing up every 

day for every shilling that I have. (Trollope 37) 

                       In a study entitled “A Special Type of Choice of Object Made by Men”, Freid points out 

that man who is attached and attracted to woman only because of her affection must compete 

with another man in order to win and save the woman he desires. Freid explains this by reference 

to the Oedipus complex, what’s happening during this phase is the child’s desire to steal the 

mother from the father or at least share with him and this happened with George who feels that 

John Grey stole Alice and he should save her. Also, George’s grandfather deprives him of his 

inheritance and his alternative solution was Alice and her money to keep his seat in parliament. 

But when he lost both his seat and his friends, he tried to kill John Grey then he immigrated to 

America. George’s criminal sense is related to “crime comes from the imbalance of these id, ego 

and superego” (Meissner 163). The id is the unconscious part of the mind that has no morality 

and still infantile throughout the person’s life, it includes the desire for killing. 
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                       George was searching all of his life for money and power either in a legal or illegal way 

such as gambling. Due to his bad morals, his grandfather stripped him of inheritance, so his 

alternative solution was to marry his cousin Alice and use her wealth for his own interests. 

George suffered from a grotesque money complex which led him to isolation “Money is a sore 

temptation, especially to a poor man like me” (Trollope 36). George becomes slave of his own 

desires “What I mean is this — that I hold myself in readiness to risk everything at any moment, 

in order to gain any object that may serve my turn” (Trollope 37).  

            The Victorian society restrictions affect Alice’s way of thinking and made her so hesitant 

in choosing the suitable decisions. In fact, she was confused between satisfying her society and 

between satisfying her heart her id and ego were in a battle. Anne was a victim of a patriarchal 

society she was between two very difficult choices and the fear of regret was the hardest and she 

was not saved from the critics or her society sharp tongues “Alice is perhaps one of the most 

intriguing characters” (Rodriguez 46).  

            Even though, Alice has always been a rebel against her patriarchal society and rejects all 

what it dictates of oppression, injustice and women inequality “Ah! That’s just it. People always 

do seem to think it so terrible that a girl should have her own way in anything” (Trollope 28) but 

no one can neglect that she was a victim for her oppressor society. Alice has always been 

strongly critical against her society and against everything related to marriage and women really 

she was different and unique. In a page entitled Sex and Human Behavior in the Thought of 

Freiud, Frank W. Stahnisch points out that: “The pleasure principle lay at the bottom of all 

human behavior, orienting human beings to do what causes suffering. Human organization 

primarily followed the drives for survival and reproduction” (2). 

            Alice is an example of the woman who lucks an understanding of “what it is she wants” 

(Barickman 215). Kincais, another one sees that “Alice’s changes of minds are a way to test 
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freedom and prove that she is a human” (1). In fact, there are many views concerning Alice, but 

the power of the Patriarchal masculine society is the main. 

2.2. Lady Glencora M’cluskie 

  Lady Glencora McCluskie is Alice’s cousin; she is so pretty with a sharm smile: 

She was a fair girl, with bright blue eyes and short wavy flaxen hair, very soft to 

the eye. Lady Glencora was short in stature, and her happy round face lacked, 

perhaps, the highest grace of female beauty. But there was ever a smile upon it 

which it was very pleasant to look at; and the intense interest with which she 

would dance, and talk, and follow up every amusement that was offered her, was 

very charming. (265) 

                               For Lady Glencora, the union of fortunes was her primarily interest. She married 

Plantagenet Palliser, the dull younger son of a ducal family. In fact, money gives narcissists a 

sense of power and domination over the others. So, money is every narcissist’s true interest. 

David Korten and concerning narcissists, points out that for every narcissist, “Money is a 

mechanism for control” (1). Sam Vankin adds, “Money is another word for love in the 

narcissist’s emotional vocabulary” (2).  

            Lady Glencora McCluskie used her wealth as a means to improve her husband’s liberal 

political career. Politics also was another obstacle for all the women at that time; it has generally 

been assumed that women were unable to vote, or to hold a seat in parliament. Since only men 

could access politics, the only way for women to have a voice in politics is through marrying 

political people with great influence and affecting their minds and hence having a voice in 

politics. Lady Glencora then falls in love with the handsome Burgo Fitzgerald and desires to run 

away with him, and. for Alice Glencora’s desires to run away are childish romantic ideals.  



 
 

34 
 

            Lady Glencora M’cluskie and exactly like Alice, tries to please her community and 

marries the rich man Plantagenet Palliser. Her primary goal was to attract society’s attention and 

to collect wealth but her insistence on satisfying her community was a wrong decision especially 

when she falls in love with the handsome Burgo Fitzgerald: 

He was as handsome as ever — a man whom neither man nor woman could help 

regarding as a thing beautiful to behold — but not the less was there in his eyes 

and cheeks a look of haggard dissipation — of riotous living, which had become 

wearisome, by its continuance, even to himself — that told to all who saw him 

much of the history of his life. (310) 

            Glencora was persuading herself that her husband will be happy without her. Also Burgo 

was giving excuses for his love to Glencora “If they two loved each other truly, would it not still 

be better that they should come together? Would not the sin be forgiven on account of the 

injustice which had been done to them? (318). Hence, she falls in the same problem as Anne. 

She was confused. between choosing her wealthy gentle man husband and the handsome Burgo 

Fitzgerald.  

            Many critics ask and analyze why and how Victorian women end up marrying the men 

they do at the end of the novel. They focus on what values are prioritized in seeking a marriage 

and whether Victorian heroines were looking foremost for love, desire, passion, or agency. The 

suitor with whom the heroine ends up with has to propose twice before they secure their happy 

ending and this refers to the pressure of the society which made the woman more hesitant and 

less confident. Alice and Glencora are few examples of many Victorian women who suffered 

from society oppression which shattered and erased their characters. 

2.3. Arabella Geeenow 
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            Arabella Greenow, Alice’s aunt, She was the eldest daughter, but her features seemed 

younger than her age: 

Mrs Greenow was the only daughter and the youngest child of the old squire at 

Vavasor Hall. She was just ten years younger than her brother John, and I am 

inclined to think that she was almost justified in her repeated assertion that the 

difference was much greater than ten years, by the freshness of her colour, and by 

the general juvenility of her appearance. She certainly did not look forty, and who 

can expect a woman to proclaim herself to be older than her looks? (71) 

            She was ambitious, hard-working, and independent, whose goal was not to marry like 

other Victorian women. In an article entitled “Narcissism and Newlywed Marriage: Partner 

Characteristics and Marital Trajectories”, Justin Lavner, Joanna Lamkin, Joshua D Miller and W. 

Keith Campbell states that “narcissism is characterized by some level of interpersonal 

dysfunction, including an exaggerated sense of self-importance and antagonistic behaviors” (3). 

In this sense Arabella valued herself and her business on marriage. At thirty-four she was still 

unmarriedConcerning narcissists, Konrath describes narcissist as: 

someone who was primarily focused on selfpreservation, who was independent, 

not easily intimidated, aggressive, extraverted, high in activity, and unable to love 

or commit in relationships. (3) 

Then she married wealthy old man Arabella’s husband was an old man, and was very old 

for his age; but the whole thing was quite respectable “Mrs Greenow was quite a pattern wife, 

and that Mr Greenow considered himself to be the happiest old man in Lancashire”(72). After 

the death of her husband, she became an heir with a tremendous fortune, but she knew very well 

how to manage that wealth, and it was not wasteful” the concept of intelligence should play a 

prominent role in grandiose narcissists’ self-regulation and social behavior”( Zajenkowski 7). 
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3. The Impact of Culture on the Characters 

            There is no doubt that culture influences guilt experiences. The Victorian culture is 

considered as a Primitive culture or more specifically shame culture because it increases the guilt 

feeling of the individual through the sharp tongues, the pressure and the interventions of the 

others.  While in modern western cultures the case is different where the feeling of guilt is within 

the individual only. Anthropologists distinguished between guilt cultures and shame cultures as 

the following: 

Shame cultures are said to regulate their members’ behavior via external 

sanctions, whereas in guilt cultures behavior would be regulated via internal 

sanctions. (Etxebarria 102) 

            The Victorian society is a very harsh conservative society .According to Freud, the sense 

of guilt happens as: 

A result of the resolution of the Oedipus complex, social norms and coercions 

become internalized constituting a new agency, the super ego and start to act from 

inside the individual. This implies a fundamental change: internal coercion is 

added to external coercion, which makes the last one less necessary. From that 

moment on, the ego, as well as taking reality into account, has at the same time to 

respect a new representative of it, which is often irrational and much stricter: the 

super-ego. When it does not, it will suffer the super- ego’s recriminations and feel 

guilty. (101) 

            Alice feels confused and did not know what she really does. At first, she was in relation 

with her cousin George Vavasor, the wild man, who in turn acted childishly and Alice did not 

accept his childish behaviors that’s why she breaks the engagement with him. Later on, she 
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started a new relationship with the gentle man John Grey who was very respected and accepted 

by her society and family but in a moment of enthusiasm she left him and renews the 

engagement with her George Vavasor. But unfortunately her choice was not correct because later 

on George’s intention appeared; he wants Alice’s wealth to protect his seat in parliament. He 

used Alice as an alternative when his grandfather deprived him from wealth.  

            Alice feels regret and no one could imagine her feeling now. She considers her breaking 

with Grey a tragedy, a "fall from heaven" (Trollope 123). Alice moves towards self-negation as a 

means of punishing herself: "'I should never forgive myself'"(67) she explains to Grey. "'Indeed I 

know now, as I have known all along, that I am not fit to be your wife. I am not good enough'" 

(314). In a research article entitled “The Phenomena of Self-Negation and Punishment 

Reconsidered”, Sheldon M. Cohen states: 

 Freud’s (1951) explanation of the basis for self-negation and punishment is as 

follows: The process of civilizing the child is accomplished through parental use 

of “power”, i.e., the giving and/or withholding of rewards and punishments. The 

child, because of his dependence upon parents, learns to conform to parental 

“laws”. But the restriction of child’s natural strivings frustrates the child and 

makes him angry. Since the child fears losing parental love and receiving parental 

punishment, the child directs his anger against his self. The child punishes himself 

as he imagines the parents would have punished him for wishing to express this 

anger at them. Freid took the position that self-negation and punishment reduces 

unconscious guilt. (Cohen 167) 

            Lady Glencora M’cluskie also feels regret when she pleases her society and married the 

rich man Plantagenet Palliser and then she falls in love with the handsome Burgo Fitzgerald. In 

this way, society is always the executioner and woman is the victim. The same case happened to 

Arabella Grenow who was the victim of a marriage whose goal was only to satisfy her society. 
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4. Conclusion 

As seen previously, through the novel Trollope tries to shed the light on the misery of the 

Victorian women and how society affects them, but with different, unique and free minds, they 

can exceed the constraints of their community. Furthermore, Trollope shows that women can 

struggle their patriarchal system and enhance their situations. 

Trollope‘s Can You Forgive Her? is one of the novels that succeeded in removing the 

stereotyped view of women that has always perceived them in the Victorian era. The novel has 

known acceptance by the audience and especially among women because it tends to promote 

their position in the patriarchal society through its female characters, mainly Alice who is given 

the most vital role. In contrast to the way women are regarded in male-dominated Victorian 

culture, Alice is given a vital role through which she contributes in providing both of spiritual 

and mental guidance. 

            Furthermore, Trollope demonstrates that women cannot be vital and prosper unless they 

separate themselves from patriarchy. This has been depicted through the novel‘s main female 

characters Alice Vavasor and Glencora McCluskie. These women are not able to advance until 

they are free from patriarchal authority. 
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General Conclusion 

         Anthony Trollope‘s Can You Forgive Her? is a popular literary work that has gained a 

huge success not only in England but also in the whole world. After its publication, the novel has 

raised a lot of controversy and debate due to the topic it dealt with which is gender relationships. 

Anthony Trollope has given a new image or representation to the woman in his novel. The 

present dissertation has been an attempt to investigate the representation of the women in 

Trollope‘s Can You Forgive Her? The analysis that has been conducted within this study 

demonstrates that this representation was the central basis of the novel.   

            In Can You Forgive Her? The representation of Anne Vavasor and Glencora M’cluskie’s 

figures aim to portray the women of the Victorian Era as different and unique. This portrayal 

empowers women and contributes to maintain their position in social realm. Furthermore, being 

imprisoned in Victorian society and subjected to all its traditions and values makes the woman 

weak without a decision, spending her life following her patriarchal masculine society. Hence, 

the Victorian woman cannot be free and independent unless she deprives herself from her 

masculine society. In addition to that, the character of Anne Vavasor is an attempt for Trollope 

to show how the Victorian society influences the women of the era badly and weakens their 

personalities. This gives the Victorian woman a powerful stand that has always been 

marginalized by the dominating patriarchal society. 

            During the Victorian age, women were considered as second class citizens. Their main 

aim was marriage and to be house wives. They spent life before marriage in learning cooking 

and household chores. So motherhood was “the crowning achievement of woman’s life” (kent 

33). Then after marriage her rights, her property and even her identity go to her husband. In the 

law, she is under the entire authority of her husband: 
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            Trollope, throughout his major characters Anne Vavasor and Lady Glencora M’cluskie 

wants to deliver a very significant message which is how society affects woman’s decision and 

restricts her life. Victorian women cannot be vital and prosper until they separate themselves 

from such patriarchal society and create their own personalities based on their own decisions. 

            After analyzing the novel, one can establish that Trollope has offered a new radical 

representation of the Victorian woman. In Can You Forgive Her?, Alice Vavasor, is a woman 

who rebelled against her purely masculine society. She had different ideas about marriage and 

women. 

            While marriage was regarded as an achievement in the Victorian era, Alice was not sure 

whether marriage is a suitable institution or not, also, according to her, it’s a very hard task 

which needs time to be thought about. In fact, she was very careful in choosing her life partner. 

For Lady Glencora McCluskie, the union of fortunes was her primarily interest. She was 

obsessed of money and power for the sake of pleasing her society but then she falls in love with 

the handsome Burgo Fitzgerald. In fact, happiness is so difficult especially for women who have 

no other good choices in life. 
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