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ABSTRACT 

 

 

Being both a child and a female placed one at a complicated intersection in the 

nineteenth century. Conceptions of childhood altered drastically during the period, in 

large part due to labor laws and education reforms that presented publicly the problems of 

how society cared for children. For girls, there were additional regulations in the form of 

age of consent laws. These especially set a dangerous precedent in regulating girls out of 

the ability to make decisions and act independently. The construction of girlhood in the 

Victorian period began to revolve around the sexuality and sexualization of young 

women. Journalist W.T. Stead furthered this in his “Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon” 

by lobbying for an increase in the age of consent by characterizing young women as 

unable to make informed, responsible decisions for themselves. While the goal of raising 

the age was admirable and necessary, Stead’s rhetoric contributed to a problem women 

faced of being unable to attain independence from their fathers or husbands in a 

patriarchal society.  

I consider Thomas Hardy’s 1891 novel, Tess of the d’Urbervilles, and George 

Eliot’s 1860 novel, The Mill on the Floss, to analyze girlhood as a period of development 

in literature. The bildungsroman genre of boys’ development does not seem to apply in 

the same way to girls, and in light of this I consider how the female protagonists of these 
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novels are stunted and stifled, unable to grow into women. They are unable to act or to 

consent, and suffer tragedies in life and tragically early deaths as a result of the systemic 

undermining of women’s agency.  
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PREFACE 

 

 The following pages that I submit as my thesis represent what I hope will become 

the groundwork for a much longer project. This sets the stage for what will be a portion 

of a larger undertaking on childhood in nineteenth-century literature, society, and culture. 

In what follows, I explore girlhood in novels from a sociocultural and historical 

perspective, arguing for the impossibility of a bildungsroman growth narrative equivalent 

to that of boys. Indeed, all of girlhood is impossible as a period of life for the protagonists 

of these novels, who are made to grow up when young through abuse and neglect. The 

status of girls as sexed objects in nineteenth-century society prevents them from 

obtaining independent agency apart from the many men who can control them, and thus 

prevents a typical, unmarred narrative of development for girls.  

 My original plan for this project sought to explore portrayals of all of childhood in 

literature and culture, not only girlhood. This proved to be too large an undertaking for a 

master’s thesis, and will, I hope, become the topic of my PhD dissertation. Girlhood was 

intended to act as a contrast to boyhood, which was to have been the first chapter. 

Instead, girlhood became the whole project. I hope that it stands alone as effectively as it 

would as a contrast.  

 While boyhood and bildungsromane are thoroughly studied, few scholars look 

very seriously at both genders in their analyses of children and childhood, and fewer still 

do so with the end in mind of considering how gender works as a determining aspect of 

youth. This is the intervention I pose into the field, and the gap in literature I plan to fill.  
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The original project intended to explore far more periodical literature than what is 

in the project as it stands currently; this was in large part due to the difficulties of short 

term research and reading so much material, as well as difficulty of access to anything 

not digitized (or not accessible through Georgetown’s resources). In future, I also intend 

to consider more periodical and magazine literature, similarly to how I explore the Girl’s 

Own Paper below. I believe these stand in effectively as a way to consider culture and 

public opinion more broadly when considering childhood from a historical perspective.  
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

 

A Legal Framework for Girlhood 

 Conceptions of childhood shifted drastically during the nineteenth century, in 

large part due to labor laws and education reforms that drew public attention to the 

problem of how society cared for children. Following the Industrial Revolution, children 

who worked in factories needed to be protected from the harm inflicted upon them by 

unsafe working conditions. Over time, educating these children became a concern as 

well, and a national education reform was begun in the 1870s. These, and many more 

laws passed over the course of the century, aimed to reform social institutions across the 

country by putting in place a national standard. The nineteenth century experienced a 

cultural overhaul in the form of these liberal reforms, which set the tone for an age of 

modern invention and societal progress; I explore how these reforms and regulations 

relate to the category of children in order to begin a discussion of how childhood, and 

specifically girlhood, are socially and legally constructed in the period.  

Parliament passed the Factory Acts to regulate work hours and labor conditions 

for factory workers during the Industrial Revolution; in 1833, the employment of children 

in particular began to be regulated, requiring shorter hours and limitations by age. In 

order to legally protect those deemed young and vulnerable, the group in need of 

protection must first be identified and inscribed as such. The 1878 Factory and Workshop 

Act consolidated, repealed, or rewrote the various Factory Acts passed since the 1830s, 

and formally defined the protected classes covered by the laws. Abiding by education 
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laws passed between 1870 and 1893, children aged ten to fourteen were protected, but 

those thirteen and above who had passed education standards (which evolved with the 

Elementary Education Acts) could nonetheless work; additionally, “young persons” aged 

fourteen to eighteen fell under a certain category of protection; and lastly women of any 

age were identified as a protected class. Regulations prevented all of these protected 

classes from working over a certain number of hours per week, from working on Sundays 

in some professions, and limited what situations they could work in and what work they 

were permitted do.1 I have highlighted these particular laws and clauses which seem to 

me most relevant in considering this newly regulated and legally determined category of 

youth. Insofar as finding an inclusive cultural definition or delineation of the child, this is 

certainly a place to start. These laws provide an important context for understanding 

beliefs about who needed to be legally protected, and indicate the notion of age as a 

primary determining factor.  

For girls, while they are regulated by the same educational laws and working 

protections, the laws regarding their maturity extend further than those affecting boys; 

girls are constructed in terms of both age and gender. On top of the laws examined above, 

girls were additionally restricted by the Criminal Law Amendment Act and the 

Contagious Diseases Act. The Criminal Law Amendment Act removed the ability of girls 

to consent to sex under the age of sixteen. While of course this is generally good in that it 

tries to protect them from sexual abuse, it is also a highly complicated issue in that it 

protects women and girls through disenfranchisement. Removing the ability to make 

decisions surrounding one’s own body is an issue we still grapple with, and has 

complicated implications for agency: to what degree are these laws really protecting girls 
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when they are legislating them out of the ability to make decisions? This law is highly 

representative of the struggle to protect, regulate, and even define the category of girls as 

a sexed group.  

The first Contagious Diseases Acts was passed in 1864, and then expanded in 

1866 and 1869. In response to rising sexually transmitted infection rates in the military, 

police could arrest women suspected of being prostitutes and forcibly, penetratively 

check them for disease. If they found that the women were infected, they could even 

imprison them in lock hospitals. These Acts were repealed in 1886 after twenty years, not 

long after Parliament passed the Criminal Law Amendment Act. I mention the 

Contagious Diseases Acts largely due to their complicated ties to the Criminal Law 

Amendment Act, as well as their unfortunate legal precedent regarding female agency. 

Though these two laws together demonstrate a possible trend in attempting to protect 

women—and they may have actually had some basis in real concern for women’s 

safety—they also did so by stripping women of decision-making powers and autonomy in 

order to keep the sexually transmitted diseases affecting men in the military in check.  

Opposition to the Contagious Diseases Acts often highlighted the double 

standards of treatment toward men and women who engaged in prostitution. Though 

raising the age of consent was almost certainly a good thing, the method in which it was 

done, and the influence of the problematic “Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon” both 

make the situation a fraught one for girls’ ability to become autonomous. Laws 

throughout the century regulated the lives and actions of women and children, and 

especially the overlapping category of young girls. As the law struggled to maintain a 

definition of girlhood by age or agency, it instead more or less prevented girls from 
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having agency in favor of attempting to protect them. In this way, girls became controlled 

by their status as sexed, unable to function as autonomously as boys or to develop in as 

simple terms along the path to adulthood. Girls’ path toward development was instead 

marked by several supposed turning points, none of which seem to permit them to act like 

adults; in this way, I want to consider female development as lying along a spectrum of 

growth rather than a dichotomous child/adult model, which may work for boys. As in the 

typical bildungsroman novel, boys must pass a test or turning point to become men, but 

this seems to fall apart for girls. In being defined by their sex and sexuality, girls are 

always already partially grown up and positioned along this spectrum. Yet what are we to 

do with older girls, on the brink of adulthood but not yet allowed to pass into it? I turn 

here to journalistic representations of girlhood in an attempt at finding public perception 

and contemporary examples of the struggles of this life stage, in order to develop a 

further understanding of the problem of agency as it relates to girlhood and development 

in this period.  

 

“The Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon” 

 W.T. Stead wrote the “Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon” to argue for raising 

the age of consent for girls from thirteen to sixteen years old. His exposé of underage 

prostitution in London was published in the Pall Mall Gazette over the course of a week 

in July of 1885, beginning with an announcement on Saturday the 4th, and then running 

in five segments from Monday the 6th through Friday the 10th.2 Its goal was to publish 

the results of a four-week-long investigation into the London underground sex trafficking 

industry, in order to draw public attention to Parliament’s upcoming vote on the Criminal 
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Law Amendment Act. The “Maiden Tribute” was hugely successful in sales and drew 

international notice.3 The Pall Mall Gazette exposé led more or less directly to the 

passage of the Act, which raised the age of consent for girls, effectively outlawing the 

selling of these young virgin girls into prostitution.  

While Stead’s goal of raising the age of consent was obviously admirable as well 

as successful, it is worth analyzing closely something so intimately tied to girlhood and 

girls’ development in terms of its effects on female agency. Judith Walkowitz considers 

the nature of narrative and genre in Stead’s piece to explore its political effects further in 

her book City of Dreadful Delight.4 Following from her analysis, I want to consider how 

Stead uses voice to shape his narrative and disenfranchise the very girls whom he is 

speaking for and arguing need protection.  

As narrator of the “Maiden Tribute” and lead investigator for the “Secret 

Commission,” Stead has the power to embellish his stories, not only with asides and 

comments interspersed in his interviews, but even by adding or redacting details. As an 

exposé, the “Maiden Tribute” is of dubious journalistic integrity by modern standards, to 

say the least, and approaching fiction in the extreme. Stead employs disingenuous 

rhetoric to persuade his audience, rather than straightforwardly reporting on the facts of 

the case. Because he also acts as head of the supposed “Special and Secret Commission 

of Inquiry”—which he created himself, but describes in formal terms to sound 

authoritative—he does not report to anyone and can determine when and how to stretch 

the truth to most effectively persuade his reader.5 Stead uses the sensational content of his 

report to sell more copies and popularize the issue. In light of this, the modern reader 

should view Stead as writing more in the genre of a sensational tabloid than an 
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investigative report, which we ought to keep in mind when considering the effects the 

report produces.  

 Stead assumes the authority of reporter when presenting testimony of anonymous 

members of the underground trade. He uses this authority, however, to express his 

opinions as fact and assert them over the voices of girls. He argues for raising the age of 

consent on the basis that girls under sixteen are unable to make judgments, and that they 

are too immature to understand the value of their own virginity, even if it is explained to 

them. He cites girls’ lack of knowledge on the subject of sex and the value of virginity as 

the problem, but even when it is clear they do know the consequences, he refuses to 

believe that they might be making an informed decision. Time and again, Stead indicates 

that “the girl was quite incapable of forming any calculation as to the consequences of 

her own action.”6 He discusses her options with her accordingly:  

"If you are seduced you will get £2 for yourself; but you will lose your 

maidenhood; you will do wrong, your character will be gone, and you may 

have a baby which it will cost all your wages to keep. Now I will give you 

£1 if you will not be seduced; which will you have?" "Please sir," she said, 

"I will be seduced." "And face the pain, and the wrong-doing, and the 

shame, and the possible ruin and ending your days on the streets, all for 

the difference of one pound?" "Yes, sir," and she burst into tears, "we are 

so poor."7  

From this conversation, Stead reaches the conclusion that the girl is not to be trusted to 

decide for herself. He believes that she is genuinely incapable of understanding the 

consequences: “She was a nice, simple, and affectionate girl of sixteen, very different 
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from the other, but even more utterly incapable of understanding the consequences of her 

act.” The noticeable differences between this girl and “the other” are an age difference of 

two years, and the nonchalance with which the older girl treats the decision, compared to 

the tears of the younger. Stead seems to consider the tone and emotion of their responses 

as the indicator of their understanding, although he presents both of them with the same 

options and information.  

What his judgment of them likely comes down to, more than anything, is the 

difference of age; it is not useful to his argument regarding age of consent to consider the 

eighteen-year-old nearly as much as it is to discuss the girl of sixteen. Seeing as he wants 

the age of consent to be raised to sixteen, it fits nicely into his narrative to have a girl of 

that age portrayed as unable to decide responsibly for herself. Stead continues against 

her, “Could any proof be more conclusive as to the absolute inability of this girl of 

sixteen to form an estimate of the value of the only commodity with which the law 

considers her amply able to deal the day after she is thirteen?”8 But indeed, she certainly 

seems to consider the issue seriously—why else would she burst into tears at the 

prospect?  

It appears to me that this girl is under tremendous financial strain to even consider 

turning to prostitution to make ends meet. What Stead thinks is merely “the difference of 

one pound” in the abstract, is far more meaningful and real to this girl than it is to him. 

For her, one pound is more than a month’s wages—and two pounds in the 1880s is nearly 

two hundred U.S. dollars today.9 The difference between two pounds to have sex with 

him, and one pound to not, is a difference of a month’s wages or a hundred dollars. Stead 

is passing judgment on the girl for valuing money over the abstract concept of her own 
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virginity, but the fact that he has this type of money on hand shows how little he is able to 

understand her situation of poverty. The painful irony here is that he describes her 

virginity in the economic language of “value” and “commodity” but wants to deny her 

the ability to sell or make use of it. Their difference of opinion regarding this girl’s action 

and her virginity is rooted in a difference in values. What Stead presents to his reader as 

an immoral choice is, to her, a choice between a moment of pain and shame, versus 

possible homelessness and starvation.  

Stead judges the impoverished girls who choose to sell their virginity as immoral 

by his own standards of the middle class, rather than considering their perspective and the 

pressures they face. He provokes the sixteen-year-old girl to tears by reminding her of the 

consequences of her choice, assuming she does not know or comprehend them, when in 

actuality it is he who does not comprehend her struggle and her process of arriving at that 

decision. Stead’s continuous questioning of her understanding shows that he does not 

follow her logic, and instead of attempting to, undercuts her voice by inserting his doubts 

and lamentations. He subjects girls to his standards of middle class morality—which I 

will later discuss as part of the tragedy that Tess Durbeyfield and Maggie Tulliver 

experience as well. Enforcing a system of morality onto lower class women, while 

refusing to consider the additional pressures they face which are not accounted for in this 

system, is a form of class privilege that Stead shows no awareness of.  

 By raising the age of consent for girls from thirteen to sixteen, Stead is also 

grappling with the problem of delineating girlhood versus womanhood. Though 

evaluating this period as one’s “teenage years” would be a modern imposition, it is clear 
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that this is an early understanding of that notion of a developing period. Stead views 

thirteen as too young to make decisions for oneself (for girls, at least):  

The day after a girl has completed her thirteenth year she is perfectly free 

to dispose of her person to the first purchaser… It does not give the girls a 

fair chance. The close time ought to be extended until they have at least 

attained physical maturity. That surely is not putting the matter on too 

sentimental grounds. Fish out of season are not fit to be eaten. Girls who 

have not reached the age of puberty are not fit even to be seduced.10  

Opting to ignore the problematic aspects of his metaphors about hunting animals, Stead 

does make a valid point regarding puberty as a reasonable age at which girls might 

become sexually active. What he doesn’t acknowledge, however, is what the age of 

puberty actually is, and what complications that brings. The average age of menarche in 

England in the 1880s was approximately 15 to 15.5, which is not far off from Stead’s 

estimation; but the distribution is so wide that this is not something that can be simply 

reduced to a number and regulated accordingly.11 Stead elides this detail because it would 

undermine his argument, but it points to an interesting problem in terms of regulating 

women’s bodies. It would be impossible, not to mention invasive, to determine this age 

on an individual basis and regulate what defines adulthood case-by-case, but it is 

irresponsible to assume that one age can fit all girls’ circumstances when they vary so 

widely. There is not an exact age at which puberty happens across the board. It would 

unreasonable to demand it be legislated according to a case-by-case basis of when an 

individual experiences menarche, and it is equally unreasonable to think that it could 

happen without considering this.  
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To avoid this complication, Stead implies that the average of thirteen is too young 

to apply to all girls, and should be raised to a point at which the onset of puberty is no 

longer a point in question (although the distribution indicates that it could still be). 

However, this is a nuanced point for his work that otherwise relies primarily on sensation 

to persuade his reader, and his elision works to his benefit to avoid this level of 

complexity. Not only does Stead’s choice of age not quite correspond to the average age 

of menarche, it also reduces this complex issue in such a way as to ignore While perhaps 

these limits work for hunting seasons, girls are not animals and cannot be handled by the 

law in the same way. Stead chooses to simplify the age in order to avoid grappling with 

the complexities of female development, instead opting to defer granting girls 

independence and agency until they are sixteen at least. 
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CHAPTER II 

Age and Consent in Tess of the d’Urbervilles 

 

The Girl’s Own Paper Letters to the Editor 

 “We are glad to hear you are only seventeen, as you appear to have very little idea 

of propriety,” replies the editor of the Girl’s Own Paper to a correspondent. “At your age 

you cannot decide for yourself, nor would your feelings be the same at twenty as they are 

now. You had better either write, or say very distinctly, what we have said, and add that 

you are deeply distressed that you have already been so deceitful and disobedient to the 

parents who trust you.”12 Such is not an atypical response from the paper’s editor in its 

weekly “Answers to Correspondents” column. In fact, the editorial replies are frequently 

rather disparaging of their young readership, advising them to listen to their parents and 

guardians and stop trying to make decisions on their own. Even when offering advice on 

more mundane topics such as recipes, etiquette, or appropriate work placements, the 

editor’s tone often becomes imperious or condescending. These letters are an interesting 

case that allow us a small amount of insight into the real lives of these older teen-but-not-

quite-adult girls. Following off of Stead, this is especially interesting in terms of how the 

teenage years are described. Although these young women have passed legal markers to 

enter adulthood, they are not allowed to act independently.  

 Judgmental though its tone may be, the Girl’s Own Paper provided a particular 

and important resource to young girls, allowing its “Answers” section to take up as much 

as two full pages in its weekly sixteen page magazine. The paper itself was already 

relatively unusual for the periodicals of its time in targeting its young female audience 
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(though of course older women and men also read the paper), and by offering this space 

for a mix of general questions and advice, it made itself invaluable. The editor would 

reply in this section to a range of correspondence, from manuscript submissions (many of 

which, it seems, were rejected) to questions for which one might consult an encyclopedia 

or a contemporary conduct manual.13 Even more so than other “Answers” columns—

almost all of which published only answers, not the questions—the Girl’s Own Paper 

feels like the precursor to a modern search engine with its eclectic juxtaposition.  

The most interesting of the responses, however, are not those that feature facts, 

but rather those in which the editor offers advice on behavior, instructing the 

correspondent to take action. These types are certainly a precursor to later “agony aunt” 

or “Dear Abby” columns. As with the quotation above, many feature rebukes and urges 

for apology and submission to the will of others. Though almost-adults, these older girls 

are not encouraged or even permitted to act on their own desires, and must instead subject 

themselves to their guardians’ wishes. To a self-identified “Doctor’s Darling,” the editor 

replies, “You are a minor, under your parents’ guardianship and authority. You cannot 

marry without their consent. Running away would be an outrage to them and disgrace to 

yourself, and is not to be thought of.”14 The assertion of youth constantly undermines 

girls’ agency to prevent them from making decisions for themselves, particularly in 

marriage. For the “Doctor’s Darling,” this will apparently last until she “comes of age” at 

twenty one, implying the point at which she will no longer be ruled entirely by her 

parents, but also the time at which she will be expected to marry and thus follow the will 

of her husband (and presumably her parents’ decision regarding who will become her 

husband). Interestingly, the editor does point out that, minor though she may be, the girl 
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can refuse to marry someone whom she does not love. This permits her a small degree of 

agency in deciding her future, though not the positive agency toward action but rather 

only the ability to refuse. The editor also indicates that she might not marry her beloved 

doctor in the end regardless, the implication being that her “girlish affections” may not be 

serious or lasting. It is a curious piece of advice altogether, and a good representation of 

the uncertain situations young women often found themselves in regarding their future.  

This attitude toward teenage girls places them in an even more complicated 

category than boys of an equivalent age. They are clearly not allowed to be independent 

in their decision-making, although by certain standards they have passed into adulthood. 

If we are to consider them in light of educational guidelines, they have all certainly 

become adults; if we focus on age of consent regulations, still most of these cases are of 

age. This complicated period of teenage adolescence for girls, in which they are 

physically grown but may not have complete independent agency, does not, at this time, 

exist for boys, and presents an interesting, if not problematic, aspect of considering girls’ 

growth. To further examine this period of life, I turn to Tess of the d’Urbervilles as a 

literary example of the problems girls might face in this confusing and undefined period 

of adolescence, and the implications of depriving them of agency.  

 

Purity and Agency  

Tess Durbeyfield is, at the outset of the novel, an ideal girl in many ways. She 

obeys her parents in all things and attempts to provide for her family as best she can, even 

when it is against her instinct or better judgment. It is her mother’s persuasion (and her 

own guilt at the death of the family’s horse) that drives her into the home of Alec 
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d’Urberville, though she knows in a way she cannot express that this is a dangerous 

decision. Given what we as readers know about Tess in the very first few chapters, it can 

be difficult to reconcile that image of her with what we see at the novel’s end. Unlike the 

correspondents in the Girl’s Own Paper, Tess does not attempt to disobey her parents or 

marry against their wishes. In fact, by not resisting their inclinations of having her move 

to the d’Urberville estate in hopes that she will marry, she abides by her mother’s advice 

over her own instinct and is put directly in the path of her rapist. Mrs. Durbeyfield 

actually seems fully aware of what she is doing when putting Tess in Alec’s path—

although she may not consider the possibility of rape, she certainly intends for Tess to 

catch Alec’s eye and lure him in sexually. She says so rather explicitly when explaining it 

to Tess’s father: “‘Well, as one of the genuine stock, she ought to make her way with ‘en, 

if she plays her trump card aright. And if he don’t marry her afore he will after. For that 

he’s all afire wi’ love for her any eye can see.’ ‘What’s her trump card? Her d’Urberville 

blood, you mean?’ ‘No stupid; her face—as ‘twas mine.’”15 Mrs. Durbeyfield indicates 

that Tess’s beauty and sexuality are the driving forces behind Alec’s interest, and she 

hopes they will drive him to marry her—even under the circumstances that, “if he don’t 

marry her afore he will after.” She hints that “after” they have sex and, possibly, Tess 

becomes pregnant by him, Alec will ostensibly be forced into marrying her.  

Joan Durbeyfield is trying to perpetuate the cycle by which she married Tess’s 

father; the narrator acknowledges that it is “probable that the personal charms which Tess 

could boast of were in main part her mother’s gift.”16 I don’t think it’s a stretch to assume 

that Joan and Tess’s shared “trump card” is both beauty, which leads to seduction, and 

the resulting pregnancy from it. (Tess is, notably, several years older than her next 
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sibling, and the age gap could indicate an unintentional pregnancy.) Mr. Durbeyfield is 

more concerned about possible consequences for Tess than his wife is, but she calms him 

by saying, “He’ll marry her, most likely, and make a lady of her; and then she’ll be what 

her forefathers was.”17 The possibility of rising in class is what assuages, or distracts, Mr. 

Durbeyfield, but it is the “most likely” that should catch his attention. The problem with 

Joan’s assumption, and the consequential struggle for Tess, is that Alec does not have to 

marry her. Joan’s assumption is based on experience, specifically the experience of a 

rural, working class family in Dorsetshire. Alec d’Urberville is not bound by the same 

rules or even the same standard of morality as the Durbeyfields. The cycle of marriage 

that Joan Durbeyfield tries to perpetuate falls apart in the face of class disparities, 

subjecting Tess to a descent in social class (if that’s possible) rather than the anticipated 

rise. Alec feels no pressure to marry her, just like he didn’t with any of his previous 

mistresses. Although admittedly he doesn’t know that Tess got pregnant, he referred to 

the possibility and offered her money rather than marriage: “And if circumstances should 

arise—you understand—in which you are in the least need, the least difficulty, send me 

one line, and you shall have whatever you require.”18 Alec doesn’t even verbally 

acknowledge the likelihood of pregnancy, in part perhaps out of fear of consequences, 

but more likely because it is truly that distant from his reality. He wouldn’t be the one to 

suffer as a result of it, even though he inflicted it upon her. Alec avoids the consequences 

of his actions, and subsequently avoids Joan Durbeyfield’s marriage trap when she puts 

Tess in his path, because of his class.  

In a later instance of poor parental judgment, Mrs. Durbeyfield advises Tess 

against telling Angel Clare about her past sexual experience; here, Tess does act against 
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her advice. However, had Tess in fact told Angel about it before the wedding, there is a 

possibility (the likelihood of which the reader can never know) that he would excuse it. 

Furthermore, we as readers must question Mrs. Durbeyfield’s advice given the tragic 

result of her previous instruction. The narrator certainly does, as he subtly undermines 

her by reiterating her outdated sentiments: the letter, in which she advises Tess against 

telling Angel, she writes in her “wandering, last-century hand.”19 We’ve already seen 

that, between mother and daughter, “a gap of two hundred years [was] ordinarily 

understood… the Jacobean and Victorian ages were juxtaposed.”20 Mrs. Durbeyfield, 

with her outdated opinions, is not the paragon of wisdom that parents ought to be, 

according to the conventional notions presented by the Girl’s Own Paper.  

Where Tess’s outdated mother fails, perhaps the contemporary editor of the Girl’s 

Own Paper can prevail. Although their general advice is to listen to one’s parents, this is 

evidently not a great option for Tess; and so, like so many Victorian girls stuck on the 

brink of adulthood, we turn to the editor for help. The “Answers to Correspondents” does 

indeed seem to have a response for Tess’s later situation when Angel leaves her, when 

her parents do not. In July of 1891—overlapping in time with the serialization of Tess in 

The Graphic—the Girl’s Own Paper editor replies to “A NINETEENTH BIRTHDAY—

Your father had better see him and make enquiries as to the cause of his conduct to you. 

But we are of opinion that, as your marriage to him was not agreeable to his family, you 

are well out of it, and had better try to turn your thoughts away, and do your best to 

forget.”21 Though we of course can’t be certain what the letter from “A Nineteenth 

Birthday” said exactly, it sounds very possible that she is asking for advice after her 

husband abandoned her—advice which Tess follows when she looks for work on a new 
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farm after Angel has gone to Brazil. Tess makes a point of not seeing the Clares, too 

ashamed to ask them for assistance considering she has no way of being sure if they ever 

approved of the marriage. She briefly returns to her family and then continues on with 

farm life as before. From the perspective of the “Answers” column’s editor, Tess has thus 

far not misbehaved; her only failing is having been raped.  

 I should acknowledge, regarding this comparison, that Tess as a rural, working 

class girl would likely not be the intended audience for the Girl’s Own Paper; at the price 

of a penny per week or 6d per monthly volume, the paper aims for a slightly more middle 

class audience than Tess presents, although it was one of the lower end penny papers.22 

Rather than viewing this as a prescriptive set of rules of conduct, the advice given by the 

editor helps to understand the complexity of pressures faced by girls and young women 

across classes and spaces. Hardy’s writing centers these pressures regarding sex and 

marriage for a young woman of the lower class who strives (and ultimately fails) to 

reconcile these pressures with her lived experience.  

In light of the blamelessness of Tess’s conduct, what are we to do with this 

question of purity and morality that pervades so much of the scholarship around the 

novel? Tess of the d’Urbervilles carries with it an oft forgotten subtitle: A Pure Woman 

Faithfully Presented. Much debate has surrounded this subtitle and the question of Tess’s 

purity, from the time of its first publication to today. Margaret Oliphant and numerous 

other reviewers had serious concerns about it, to which Hardy responded in subsequent 

prefaces to later editions of the novel, and which Lynn Parker outlines neatly in her 

article on the novel.23 The problem that most concerns Parker relating to the subtitle, 

though, is that of the standard by which readers are (or ought to be) measuring Tess when 
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discussing her purity. This is no doubt a necessary question, which Parker attempts to 

resolve by delving into the generic tradition of ballads as both a source text and a moral 

system of judgment—but rather than seek answers in an external form that predates Tess, 

I prefer to examine this question in light of the framework that presents itself within 

Hardy’s novel, as much as is possible.  

Parker thinks extensively about the ways in which Hardy undermines and 

confuses his own system of judgment that he writes into his prefaces when defending 

Tess and the subtitle, but I propose taking a step back to consider the subtitle simply as 

something perhaps intentionally controversial. Hardy claims that it was “appended at the 

last moment, after reading the final proofs.” Whether or not we believe this, one can 

certainly imagine why he might think “Melius fuerat non scribere” after his novel 

received so many reviews disputing and disparaging the subtitle alone.24 Materially, this 

controversy might affect sales, and even if it did not, it is perhaps better to be dismissive 

and distance oneself from it in light of the censorship the novel already faced. Maybe 

Hardy expected his readers to agree with his ideas of purity; maybe he did not—but what 

is certain is that the phrase “a pure woman” has remained part of the title over time, even 

with debate. Parker rightly identifies in it Hardy’s invitation to the reader to judge and 

evaluate Tess’s purity. The phrase primes his readers for what they are about to encounter 

within the novel, offering a moral judgment but without temporal context; perhaps 

readers are intended to think of Tess as pure throughout, but perhaps only at the 

beginning of the novel before things start to go wrong. Hardy is using the notion of “pure 

woman” to insist that readers think about purity in the context of Tess’s girl/womanhood, 

and what purity means regarding virginity and non-consent. Readers are under no 
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obligation to agree that Tess is pure by the end of the novel, but they must at least think 

about what it signifies.  

 The narrator, too, forces the reader to think through societal constructions of 

virginity as purity, bringing this question within the text. When Tess returns to her 

parents’ house from the d’Urberville estate, the narrator positions her within a pagan, 

almost druidic nature scene (of which there are several throughout the novel) to 

emphasize her harmony with the natural order, and place society’s notions of purity in 

discrepancy with it. Walking through the woods, “she looked upon herself as a figure of 

Guilt intruding into the haunts of Innocence. But all the while she was making a 

distinction where there was no difference.”25 Hardy’s narrator sides with Tess in these 

instances where we are able to see her perspective and witness her subjectivity. At points 

in the novel, however, this becomes more and more obscured, as the narration follows 

Angel Clare’s perspective instead and, briefly, the Herons’s landlady’s perspective at the 

end of the novel. We lose track of Tess along with Angel in the final part; there is a 

breakdown of narratorial fidelity, as if to never show Tess doing anything wrong. We do 

not see her return to Alec, nor do we see his murder. Though these are two of her only 

real moments of action and agency, the narrator obscures them from us.  

This narratorial elision works to undercut Tess’s ability to act according to her 

own choices in these cases. While a surface-level reading of this abstraction might 

indicate that the narrator is pushing for a view of Tess as pure by minimizing her less 

than virtuous actions, I would instead posit that these immoral actions are obfuscated and 

diminished in order to further emphasize her lack of agency. There is, arguably, a moral 

vagueness to it, but by avoiding showing Tess taking any action, the novel subtly 
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reiterates the difficulty she faces in ever doing so. Tess is a tragic character in light of 

how little wrong she does (all things considered) but even more so in light of how little 

she does at all.  

Manya Lempert views Tess as “doomed to inscription within a dominant 

narrative,” a sentiment which Tess herself articulates as well.26 Tess expresses to Angel 

that she does not want to read history, for fear of “finding out that there is set down in 

some old book somebody just like me, and to know that I shall only act her part.”27 

Reading and books take on this prophetic nature for Tess precisely because of her 

inability to act against the dominant narrative; she is unable to exert agency and thus 

must follow in the path of so many other tragic historical women. She refers earlier to 

books in context of knowledge of men (as opposed to the knowledge she received from 

her education) to say that “Ladies know what to fend hands against, because they read 

novels that tell them of these tricks; but I never had the chance o’ learning in that way.”28 

In this case, however, Tess laments not reading as being the cause of her suffering. She 

seems to think that, after losing her virginity at the hands of Alec, there is no more of sex 

or of men that she can learn from novels, and will only see a version of herself on a path 

toward further ruin, and be unable to avoid the same fate. The lesson that she did not 

learn from reading before makes reading useless to her now, as it can only prophesy 

tragedies she may experience. Tess knows she cannot escape these ends because she has 

not been able to escape any thus far—her misfortunes were not her fault.  

Hardy uses Tess’s prophetic notions of books as predicting tragedy to say that this 

is exactly true for girls. The broader purpose of his own novel is to indicate the same 

thing—that tragedy is inescapable for girls when it is considered to be the opposite of, or 
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the result of losing one’s “purity,” which is something entirely outside of their control. 

Hardy indicates the impossibility of girlhood in this period by gesturing toward the 

conflicting expectations for girls to be pure, virginal, and obedient, but unable to do 

anything to maintain their purity besides obey. Whom should they obey? If their 

independent agency is denied, can we really have any expectations for girls at all? 

Lempert reminds us that the narrator constantly points to alternate actions or alternate 

Tesses who would be able to save herself, but theorizes that this is exactly Tess’s 

tragedy.29 If only she could act, she could be saved. But without agency and autonomy, 

Hardy seems to be saying of all girls, there can be neither saving nor escaping the 

constraining narrative of stunted growth.  

To consider the title further, it is worth noting how Hardy is toying with yet 

another convention: the eighteenth-century practice of titling novels after the first name 

of their female protagonist (e.g. Emma, Pamela, Camilla) had fallen out of fashion and 

become more or less a trope by this time. Jane Eyre gestures towards this as well, as 

Brontë complicates it by giving her protagonist a surname rather than a subtitle. Hardy 

references this generic tradition by titling his novel after his protagonist, but the inclusion 

of the d’Urberville name is a distinctive and important choice on his part. The title is not 

“Tess,” “Tess Durbeyfield,” or even “Tess/Theresa d’Urberville.” She is Tess of the 

d’Urbervilles because she is a descendent of the old family, as well as being associated 

with the modern one, although not included in it. Tess is distinctly not a part of the new 

family, and the old no longer exists.  She can share the association with the modern 

d’Urbervilles, but not as a proper surname, as to share the surname would necessitate 

being married into it, which she is not. Tess is related but simultaneously excluded by her 
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association with Alec—and indeed the “of” also suggests his possession of her. The 

spelling communicates a class difference between d’Urberville and the “debased” 

Durbeyfield, which problematizes Tess’s connection with either.30 Her parents (and her 

husband) want her to pose as the higher class version of herself to appear more 

respectable, but she cannot claim to be the upper class d’Urberville that they want her to 

be without inherently claiming relation to Alec, which is what she most wants to distance 

herself from. A rise in class is presented as the solution to Tess and her family’s 

problems, but in fact the connection to the d’Urbervilles is her ruin.  

 

Age and Consent 

Before she arrives at the d’Urberville estate, Tess sets out on a journey that 

symbolizes her coming of age. Although it is implied that Tess is already around sixteen 

or seventeen years old at the beginning of the novel, she experiences the symbolic onset 

of puberty in Chapter IV. The horse, which she took with her brother to the market 

overnight, dies in a cart crash: “The pointed shaft of the cart had entered the breast of the 

unhappy Prince like a sword; and from the wound his life’s blood was spouting in a 

stream, and falling with a hiss into the road.”31 This almost chivalric image of the stabbed 

Prince, in the middle of Tess and Abraham’s discussion about living on a “blighted star, 

and not a sound one,” sets a highly dramatized tone of tragedy. For Tess, this moment 

foreshadows as well as symbolizes: the piercing by a phallic shaft alludes to sex and loss 

of virginity; but the sheer volume of blood must, in some capacity, predicate 

menstruation. The question of age is interesting here, in that Tess must have already 

entered puberty before the age of sixteen (and especially so considering the descriptions 
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Hardy gives of her breasts). While clearly this symbolizes Tess’s coming of age—as does 

the general fact that she embarks on a journey alone with her younger brother when her 

father is unable to—her exact age at (symbolic) menarche is curious as it relates to the 

prior discussion of laws. Rather than explore the complex implications of puberty for 

girls, Hardy does what Stead and others do: simplify it to one moment at a later age to 

avoid dealing with the lengthy process of development and deferred agency.  

Hardy includes several vivid descriptions of the blood in these two pages, making 

it doubtful that this was not an intentional choice to represent menstruation: “The huge 

pool of blood in front of her was already assuming the iridescence of coagulation; and 

when the sun rose a hundred prismatic hues were reflected from it.” Tess is “splashed 

from face to skirt with the crimson drops” that spew forth from Prince’s wound as she 

“stood helplessly looking on.”32 Tess is a witness rather than an actor in this moment, just 

as she is a witness to so much of her own life. Maturity is forced upon her through 

trauma; the horse’s death foreshadows the tragedy to befall Tess, and also initiates the 

series of events that lead her to the d’Urberville estate. Tess as well as her reader are 

witnesses to the action and to the tragedy, which creates a space for sympathy and even 

relatability between the reader and herself.  

In order to create a tragedy generalizable to all girls, Hardy does two things: he 

envisions Tess as an ideal of girlhood and the pinnacle of the Victorian period; and he 

makes her surprisingly indistinct in feature, able to take on whatever characteristics 

others project upon her. James Kincaid views Tess in terms of her ethereal, vaporous 

form in the text. Tess is, indeed, almost non-corporeal in the scenes Kincaid considers; 

she is described by dissociated features, in comparison to other girls, and by her clothes, 
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“shape,” and “form.”33 It is interesting that a character so thoroughly determined by her 

sex and sexuality can appear to the reader to lack a solid physical form, but indeed 

perhaps that is what girlhood is: a sexualized placeholder for what may someday become 

a person. Her physical features are vague at best—consider the “violety-bluey-blackish 

eyes,” her frequently disembodied lips, and her “luxuriance of aspect, a fulness of 

growth,” “the airy fulness…supplementing her enlarged coiffure”—clearly a stand-in for 

her breasts (although these may also be indistinct for censorship reasons).34 Tess is 

perhaps most notable for being able to fit any predetermined picture of a woman: when 

she wears the wedding gift of diamonds, she transforms from “a peasant girl but very 

moderately prepossessing to the casual observer,” into “a woman of fashion”; when she 

dresses in her worst frock and cuts her eyebrows, she becomes “a figure which is part of 

the landscape; a fieldwoman pure and simple.”35 She can pass as Theresa d’Urberville or 

Tess Durbeyfield, as the situation requires. Tess is able to fit quietly into upper and lower 

class society because of her flexible appearance and, fraught and complicated though it 

is, her name.  

Additionally, Tess is reasonably well educated, having attended school to study 

the “National teachings and Standard knowledge under an infinitely Revised Code.”36 

Though she cannot keep up with Angel and his classical allusions, she is certainly more 

learned than her parents of the previous generation. Tess is educated under new laws and 

contrasted with her country bred mother, as we’ve seen before: “Mrs. Durbeyfield 

habitually spoke the dialect: her daughter…spoke two languages; the dialect at home, 

more or less; ordinary English abroad and to persons of quality.”37 This draws attention 

to the cultural distinctions and Tess’s status as a modern Victorian girl, a product of the 
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liberal reform laws that characterize the century. The narrator characterizes her thus to 

embody the epitomized Victorian child, and one who suffers a fate that any girl might.  

Outside of her formal education, though, Tess has limited worldly knowledge and 

must rely on her mother’s judgment and experience. This ultimately fails her, however, 

when Mrs. Durbeyfield does not warn Tess of the sexual dangers she may face. The 

narrator hints at this problem before it unfolds, indicating that, “Her mother could not 

repress her consciousness of the nuptial Vision conjured by the girl’s consent.”38 Her 

consent, here, refers to Tess’s agreeing to move to the d’Urberville estate, but it implies 

that she might end up marrying Alec. To this, Tess gives a conflicting response: she 

“smile[s] crossly,” neither giving her approval nor expressly saying no. Without her 

mother’s warning and imparting of sexual wisdom, Tess goes to the d’Urbervilles, and 

tragedy strikes. Upon confessing to her mother what happened, she cries, “Oh mother, 

my mother!...How could I be expected to know? I was a child when I left this house four 

months ago. Why didn’t you tell me there was danger in men-folk? Why didn’t you warn 

me?”39 Educated or not, Tess at this time lacked the sexual knowledge that her mother 

could have conveyed to her and thus cannot act to escape her fate.  

This question of knowledge simultaneously addresses the points of childhood and 

of consent. If she is too young to understand, surely Tess cannot consent—but on the 

other hand, she is between sixteen and seventeen, and no longer protected by the 

Criminal Law Amendment Act’s raised legal age of consent. We see her struggling 

overtly with this problem when Alec asks if he can treat her as a lover: “She drew a quick 

pettish breath of objection, writhing uneasily on her seat, looked far ahead, and 

murmured, ‘I don’t know—I wish—how can I say yes or no, when—.’”40 Tess is not only 
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trapped in an unequal power dynamic, but she never says yes, in fact cannot say it. 

Furthermore, I would argue that she cannot give adequate consent no matter the situation 

because she does not know. She has no sexual knowledge and any consent that she might 

give would not be informed. Though this notion of informed consent is no doubt a 

modern imposition, the novel grapples with it throughout.  

The central question of Tess seems to be that of consent: does she ever consent to 

the men who solicit and pressure her? Can she? The problem of agency returns, 

intimately connected with the problem of age. As for the girls who send letters to the 

Girl’s Own Paper, age and adolescence are confusing categories, undefined and 

meaningless in that they seem forever deferred, never granting to them the agency that 

comes with adulthood. Tess is refused agency by being described time and again as a 

child, and thus must follow her parents’ instruction, though it nonetheless leads her into 

repeated tragedy. When she arrives at the d’Urberville estate, she is “standing moreover 

on the momentary threshold of womanhood,” clearly indicating both her age and 

inexperience, while subtly foreshadowing what is to come.41 Once she has Alec’s baby, 

she is “the girl-mother” and it is “a child’s child.”42 Thereafter when she has recovered 

from its loss and is going to Talbothays farm, she is “even now only a young woman of 

twenty, one who mentally and sentimentally had not finished growing.”43 At each stage 

of the novel and in each progression of her growth, Tess does not seem properly able to 

age and develop. Even to the very end of the novel, as she sleeps surrounded by the men 

who will take her to her death, “her breathing now [is] quick and small, like that of a 

lesser creature than a woman.”44 While this animalistic language of her being a “lesser 

creature” might also direct attention back to the question of purity, the most consistent 
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reading with Tess’s characterization is that she is “lesser…than a woman,” still caught 

somewhere partially in the childish mode and world that she has been confined to. There 

is not a space for her to grow past the point she reached at the age of sixteen, because she 

is representative of the struggle of girls who cannot obtain agency even when they pass 

the legislated age of consent.  

To return to Kincaid, we can see age and agency negotiating within Tess as she 

tries to grasp at her agency. Kincaid considers Tess as a child, and more specifically as a 

difficult one, fighting to “give herself substance, to be adult; but our reading tries to keep 

her as empty as the day she was born.”45 The primary purpose of his book is of course, as 

the title Child-Loving suggests, to read desire and childishness in the texts he examines. 

But he presents Tess as unique among the other books in this chapter: she resists being 

made to stay a child. She does not succeed, and in fact is smothered by forcing it, but she 

still tries. Kincaid rightly sees her as resisting attempts to force her into the child role and 

struggling to define herself as not a child. However, I want to reemphasize that, while 

Tess indeed spends most of the novel trying to articulate herself and her agency, she is 

undercut again and again by external pressures preventing her as a young girl from doing 

so. Try as she might, Tess cannot escape the paradigm of adolescence which refuses 

agency, precisely because she embodies the struggle of girlhood.  

 Kincaid views Tess as indistinct and unable to individualize herself, which works 

to allow her to represent girlhood broadly. He also demonstrates how her blankness is 

able to be filled, specifically in terms of being a vessel. Alec and Angel both attempt to 

“fill” Tess with their own images and narratives, using her to contain their desires.46 Tess 

is unable to resist their projections, consigned as she is to the role of object. The more 
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pressing concern for her, though, is not resisting projections but resisting advances; both 

men project onto her an ideal of country innocence and the façade of a lover in order to 

fit their narrative of appeal and thus allow them to make sexual advances toward her. 

Tess cannot escape them, but they both see her lack of or inability to consent as coyness 

and find it yet more attractive; Angel understands her rejection of his proposal as 

“nothing more than the preface to the affirmative.”47 Tess tries again and again to refuse 

his proposals, but he will not accept it. Like the “Doctor’s Darling” in the Girl’s Own 

Paper, she has agency to respond to him—these girls have the agency to decline and 

refuse. But we see what this becomes when facing a man who will not take no for an 

answer. After he asks what must be the dozenth time, she is no longer able to resist; the 

narrator remarks, “She had consented. She might as well have agreed the first time.”48 

Tess’s rejections, in the end, mean nothing because, even in the one choice in the novel 

that she can make, her “no” will not be heard. To Angel, in fact, her lack of consent 

seems to be, if anything, more attractive; after they marry, Angel no longer tries to kiss 

her. On their honeymoon, Tess “inclin[ed] her mouth in the way of his. He did not avail 

himself of the invitation…Tess shrank into herself as if she had been struck. Often 

enough had he tried to reach those lips against her consent.”49 After she finally gives in to 

him and they are married, he does not want to possess her. This is one of the first and 

only indications of her physical attraction and desire toward Angel, but by the time she 

can consent and reciprocate affection, he no longer has any to show for her.  

In considering Tess’s embodiment of girlhood, Kincaid describes her 

indistinctness and takes it to mean an inability to individualize or specify herself. I would 

argue, though, that her indistinctness is generalizability, more to do with the ability of the 
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reader to understand her as every girl, or indeed to insert themselves into her position. 

Kincaid acknowledges Tess’s blankness as fillable, but in the context of Alec and Angel 

putting upon her their desires, beliefs, and fantasies of what she ought to be.50 While this 

is certainly a useful reading for my analysis of consent, Kincaid considers Tess only as a 

vessel of desire. Yet what if we consider her as a shape for the readers to fill? We ought 

to see Tess as a blank to be filled by anyone, to show how commonplace her story is; we 

know that she is meant to be representative of any girl. Hers is not even a story of 

warning to girls who might act improperly, but rather an exploration of the unfairness and 

utter impossibility of girl- and womanhood.  

 

Returning to the “Maiden Tribute” 

 Stead, like Kincaid, focuses on the indistinct. In each of his young examples in 

the London sex trade, he provides the reader with an image of this same sort of 

generalizable girl. The nondescript girls function in the same way for Stead, rhetorically, 

as the indistinct Tess does for Hardy: if anyone can see themselves or someone they care 

about filling this hypothetical role, they are much more likely to be concerned for the 

wellbeing of the hypothetical person in that position, and want to alter the current status 

quo in order to help them or at least make the likelihood of ending up in that position 

smaller. Stead doesn’t often describe the girls he meets physically, and instead gives their 

age so that the reader can imagine them as someone they know and do the work of the 

appeal to pathos themselves, to Stead’s benefit. There are exceptions, such as when 

describing the girls’ features is an excellent opportunity to appeal to readers’ pity. The 

midwife, upon examining one of the young girls to determine her status as a virgin, 
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remarks, “She is so small, her pain will be extreme. I hope you will not be too cruel with 

her,” after which the narrator comments, darkly, “as if to lust when fully roused the very 

acme of agony on the part of the victim has not a fierce delight.”51 Stead embraces the 

role of narrator to provide these chilling comments when he feels they add to the horror 

or sensation.  

Inasmuch as Stead and Hardy’s characters are both fillable roles for girls, there 

are numerous comparisons to be made between Tess and the girls of the “Maiden 

Tribute.” A passage from the first day of the exposé in fact tells of the rape of a girl under 

remarkably similar circumstances, as described by the procuress:  

A gentleman paid me £13 for the first of her, soon after she came to town. 

She was asleep when he did it—sound asleep. To tell the truth, she was 

drugged… they lie almost as if dead, and the girl never knows what has 

happened till morning. And then? Oh! then she cries a great deal from 

pain… Of course we tell her it is all right … that it is no use crying. It will 

never be undone for all the crying in the world. She must now do as the 

others do. She can live like a lady, do as she pleases, have the best of all 

that is going, and enjoy herself all day.52 

This might as well be the scene that Hardy does not show, when Alec rapes Tess. Though 

Alec does not pay for his pleasure or drug Tess, he waits until she is in a deep sleep to 

assault her when she cannot resist his advances.53 A character similar to Alec appears 

again in the “Maiden Tribute” as an example of one of the worst perpetrators to support 

the London sex trafficking trade: “But the fact that he exists ought to be put on record, if 

only as a striking illustration of the extent to which it is possible for a wealthy man to 
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ruin not merely hundreds but thousands of poor women.”54 Although this is on a much 

larger scale than Alec’s crimes among the lower class workers in Dorset, the same 

sentiment still applies: that of these wealthy men being able to ruin poor women at no 

consequence to themselves.  

 Even in the form of the girl’s mother, Stead makes a parallel to Tess: “Owing 

to… Protestant mothers, girls often arrive at the age of legal womanhood in total 

ignorance, and are turned loose to contend with all the wiles of the procuress and the 

temptations of the seducer… Experientia docet; but in this case the first experience is too 

often that of violation.”55 Stead expresses precisely what the novel describes, and shows 

it as a daily occurrence for young women.  

 The material that Hardy writes into a tragic novel around Tess, Stead shows is 

real and widespread. Even allowing for the fact that much of Stead’s journalism is 

exaggerated and embellished, he nonetheless uncovers to his readership a problematic 

pattern. Stead works to expose inequalities and the many ways women and girls are 

exploited by wealthy men and procuresses. Hardy and Stead knew each other, and it is 

very likely that Hardy read the “Maiden Tribute”; it is possible that these similarities in 

their narratives were intentional, but what is certain is that their motives and concerns 

were the same.56 Both writers, in their very different forms, show the same patterns of 

sexual predation on young, inexperienced, poor women in order to draw attention to the 

tragedy of the situation and the need for action. Hardy and Stead both indicate that the 

problem is universal and known. Patriarchal structures allow men to continuously prey on 

young women who do not consent without consequence for themselves.  
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While the courses of action suggested by Hardy and Stead to overcome this 

systemic problem would likely be different, the fact that these two male writers address 

the issue around the same time suggests an awareness of this problem of kidnapping and 

sexual assault of young women. Stead’s solution of a higher age of consent, while an 

important consideration, is problematic in that it tries to address consent without regard to 

agency. He proposes to regulate women in order to protect them; it is not a simple issue 

to legislate. Nonetheless, by drawing attention to the stories of sexual assault and sex 

trafficking, Stead and Hardy take the first step toward reckoning with the problem of 

female agency and consent. 

 

Conclusion 

 Tess is, at its heart, a novel about stunted girlhood and non-consent. The novel 

holds up well today largely because of this problem, and our continued struggle to pass 

laws that protect women but do not strip them of agency. Tess seems to be on the brink of 

adulthood for much of the novel, but is unable to act and thus assert her own 

development. She is representative of young women in this adolescent period, of an age 

at which they ought to be adults but are prevented from being so by a removal of their 

agency. The double standard girls face compared to boys of the same age becomes 

apparent in girls’ utter objectification, as though it is for their own protection that they 

may not act. Girls are treated according to their status as sexed, unable to assert agency 

and thus not permitted to become adults in the same manner as boys.   
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CHAPTER III 

‘Girlhood’ and Society in The Mill on the Floss 

 

Tess and Maggie 

 Maggie Tulliver offers a remarkable comparison to Tess in their numerous 

situational similarities, regardless of their very different personal and class circumstances. 

Written thirty-one years before Tess, Eliot’s novel contends with similar themes of 

frustrated female development. The Mill on the Floss, published in 1860, predates the 

1885 “Maiden Tribute” and Criminal Law Amendment Act, as well as many other 

reforms; nonetheless Eliot’s exploration of the societal treatment of a young woman 

resonates in the same way in terms of her gendered pattern of growth. In comparing 

Maggie to Tess, we can further elucidate the ways that girls were confined to a narrative 

of stunted development even across several decades. While Tess demonstrates the 

contemporary concern about young women and sexual consent in the 1880s and 90s, 

Eliot exhibits apprehension in the story of Maggie far before it became a broader societal 

discussion.  

Tess is a rural, working-class farmer’s daughter who spends her life working on 

various other people’s farms; Maggie’s father works as a miller in a small rural town. 

Both girls are educated, but Tess is taught at the local school (after educational reform) 

whereas Maggie is sent away for boarding school with her cousin, paid for by her aunt. 

Though the differences in their upbringing and circumstances seem slight, the small 

indicators of class make a world of difference for the two girls. Even though Mr. Tulliver 

has to default on his mortgage, he does begin the novel with a mortgage for the mill, 
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homestead, and surrounding land, and is close to owning the property before he is 

financially ruined by the lawsuit.57 The Durbeyfields rent their house and small farm plot, 

and are evicted upon John Durbeyfield’s death, as he was the last name on the lease.58 

Both the Tullivers and the Durbeyfields are set to lose their homes upon the death or 

injury of the father—except somehow the Tullivers don’t. They are saved from 

destitution by wealthy relations: Maggie’s uncles on her mother’s side are gentlemen 

farmers and businessmen, and her mother and aunts come from the wealthier Dodson 

family. The Tullivers are a middle class rural family (though on the lower end of the 

middle range), and are related to the town’s established upper-middle class; the 

Durbeyfields are firmly lower class farmers. Family provides a safety net for the 

Tullivers that the Durbeyfields don’t have, which is especially relevant considering the 

Durbeyfields’ attempt to call upon their connection to the d’Urbervilles.  

 The Durbeyfields originally try to “claim kin” in order to create this kind of safety 

net through the financial security of the upper class d’Urberville family. This becomes a 

mission to have Tess marry into the family to further secure their connection and rise in 

class by association. By pushing her toward a relationship with Alec d’Urberville, they 

push her into disaster. Maggie doesn’t suffer the same consequences of a forced 

relationship by family pressure, because there’s no need for one—instead, she is forced 

away from her father’s legal and business rivals. Not only does her mother’s wealthy 

family provide an easier alternative to associate with higher classes, but Maggie also has 

an older brother who can leave school and go to work in place of their father 

immediately. These create a much more direct path to financial security than Tess has; 
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thus the small class indicators and family circumstances drastically change how the two 

girls are able to respond to tragic crises.  

 Another key class difference comes to light in their educational opportunities. 

While Tess and Maggie seem to be positioned similarly in this regard, having both gone 

to school until about the age of thirteen, Maggie’s education is of a higher quality 

because of the money her aunt paid in order for her to attend school with her cousin.59 

Tess is more educated than her parents because of regulations put in place by the 

Elementary Education Acts, spanning the last decades of the nineteenth century, but these 

reforms predated Maggie.60 Thus, in order for Maggie to get a decent education as a girl 

in the 1820s-30s, she had to be sent away to a boarding school for young ladies, which 

could only happen for her as a member of the (adjacent) middle class. This later enables 

her to become a teacher and governess, while Tess must work as a dairymaid and 

farmhand.  

Education represents different opportunities for the two girls in many ways; first 

and most apparently is this difference of profession. But their exposure to books and 

reactions to reading are more telling about them as characters and about the stories they 

exist within. Tess, as discussed above, rejects reading because of its prophetic nature, and 

Hardy uses this to demonstrate that novels (specifically, his novel) represent future paths 

and possibilities. Tess’s tragedy could happen to anyone. Maggie, on the other hand, 

reads voraciously. The difference is that, though she loves to read, she rejects the stories 

of characters with whom she does not identify. “I’m determined to read no more books 

where the blond haired women carry away all the happiness…If you could give me some 

story, now, where the dark woman triumphs, it would restore the balance.”61 Maggie 
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identifies with the dark woman and feel restricted by the fact that they are not the women 

with happy endings. For both girls and authors, reading is a model of decision-making 

and paths for future action; but the literary tradition is confined and confining. Literature 

can both reflect and change societal thought, and it seems that scenes of reading are often 

intended to provide models for characters. For both Tess and Maggie, however, the paths 

with which they are presented in literature are restricting rather than freeing, removing 

choice and containing them within the narrative of suffering.  

Tess and Maggie are both caught at an intersection between two men and family 

pressures. Tess loves Angel, but when he leaves her, she struggles against the possibility 

of going back to Alec even though he can support her family. Maggie loves Philip 

Wakem, whom her family hates, yet is attracted to Stephen, who is engaged to her cousin 

and causes Maggie’s social ruin by abducting her. Neither has a clear or simple course of 

action. Tess and Maggie are both socially ruined by the more wealthy and imposing of 

the two men, and subsequently feel pressured to go back to him against their wishes. 

They each also have a reconciliation with the other men whom they love at the very end 

of the novels, just before their death. Yet although they individually reconcile, society 

does not fully permit that choice for either pair, leading to the inevitability of the girls’ 

deaths. In this, both Tess and Maggie are stifled and prevented from acting on their 

desires and intentions, having been refused agency by a disapproving community.  

 Although Tess seems to come out worse than Maggie in most, if not all, of their 

comparable situations, the most interesting revelation is that, perhaps she doesn’t in 

regard to future action. Tess is raped, has a child who dies, and cannot join respectable 

society because of her sexual ruin. Yet, her family doesn’t seem to mind that her 
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reputation and virginity are lost, and had she either told Angel before their marriage, or 

not married him at all, it likely would not have mattered to anyone else in her working 

class community. Of course part of the tragedy of her family not caring is that they 

misguide her and don’t offer support, but they also don’t pass severe judgment on her the 

way Tom does to Maggie. Maggie is abducted by a man, refuses to marry him, and 

returns home; like Tess, she does not consent, but unlike Tess, she does not lose her 

virginity or have a child, or in any way suffer physical consequences for Stephen’s 

misconduct. Part of Tess’s tragedy is that she does suffer the physical consequences—but 

for Maggie, the consequences are her social ruin. Tess cannot successfully join the higher 

classes through marriage, but she does not fall; Maggie is exiled from her middle class 

family and society, and all that she knows.  

 Both Tess and Maggie are able to continue to work to support themselves after 

their sexual/social ruin. Tess’s manual labor is infinitely harder on her, but she is able to 

find successive jobs. The nature of farm work allows her to move from place to place and 

avoid anyone finding out too much about her past, which she prefers, though it is unlikely 

that discovery would cause her trouble. Maggie is only trained to teach, but she cannot 

stay as a governess in St Ogg’s, although Dr. Kenn allows her to for a short space of 

time. He offers to help her find a situation in a different town, as she had previously 

intended to do, but after it all she wants to stay in place: “I have no heart to begin a 

strange life again. I should have no stay…If I remained here, I could perhaps atone in 

some way to Lucy—to others—I could convince them that I’m sorry. And…I will not go 

away because people say false things of me.”62 Tess chooses to isolate herself in her 

shame, but Maggie refuses to further seclude herself, and her pride overcomes the town’s 
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rumors. She is righteous because she knows she has been wronged, while Tess pitiably 

isolates herself in order that no one will blame her for having been wronged.  

Yet Tess’s family does not care that she is no longer a virgin, and while it would 

be still more tragic if they did not sympathize with her psychological distress after the 

fact, she never really exhibits any. She could feasibly continue working on farmsteads 

until she married another poor farmer, and stay within her community and class. Tess has 

opportunities and options closed off to her when she is ruined, but she is not cut off from 

her family. On the other hand, Maggie is quickly isolated from her class and community. 

It seems that the middle class morality that she is guided by and subjected to is more at 

fault than she or the perpetrator, Stephen (who at least sends an explanatory letter). Her 

violation is purely that of her community’s sensibilities. She becomes a topic of gossip, 

and her reputation is ruined by that alone.  

 A portion of both Maggie and Tess’s tragedies are their suffering undeservedly 

from social disgrace, and for both of them the moment of judgment passed by those of 

middle class morality indicates the height of the tragedy. While far worse things happen 

to Tess than being judged, it is the moral judgment passed upon her that prevents her 

from being with Angel or rising out of poverty. For Maggie, this moment seems to be the 

culmination of all her internal struggles of desire and external struggles for acceptance. It 

happens to her at the end of the novel, because there is no foreseeable path forward to 

reenter the community. The equivalent consequences of Tess and Maggie’s social ruin 

seem unfitting for the different circumstances the girls are being punished for, even 

ignoring the fact that it was out of their control. The irony of the middle class morality is 

that it does not care what the difference is between rape and loss of virginity, versus 
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accidentally rowing too far down a river; these receive equal punishment because of their 

impropriety, regardless of action or intent. Yet still in both instances, it is the victim who 

is punished.  

Maggie’s struggles against a judgmental society start when she is young. Her 

brother always wants to bicker with her, and her mother and aunts (who stand in for the 

broader community) constantly express disappointment in her behavior and appearance. 

In the early pages of the novel, Maggie acts upon an impulsive desire to cut short her 

unruly hair: “the hinder locks fell heavily on the floor, and Maggie stood cropped in a 

jagged uneven manner, but with a sense of clearness and freedom, as if she had emerged 

from a wood into the open plain.”63 She is impulsive to act on her desires, but in the 

moment she knows what she wants. It is not until others laugh and express 

disappointment that she regrets her action. Maggie tries to rid herself of the 

inconvenience and distraction of her hair, in preference of people noticing her 

intelligence rather than appearance.64 As soon as she attempts to take ownership of her 

own body and express agency in fulfilling her desires, she feels the repercussions of 

societal judgment. Hair, it seems, functions here and in Tess as the stand-in for something 

intentionally displaced. As is the case with Tess’s “enlarged coiffure” and the “trump 

card” which is supposedly her “face,” other parts of her body represent her breasts and 

sexual attractions.65 For Maggie, hair is the stand-in for her feminine qualities and her 

body, although less expressly sexualized at this stage. Both authors use the girls’ other 

features to represent some form of gendered, sexed aspect of themselves, which defines 

their existence but which they cannot control.  
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It is interesting that Hardy and Eliot write such similar struggles for young 

women so many years apart, and that Eliot’s contends with similar issues of sexuality, 

agency, and consent so many years before Stead and others brought it into public 

discussion. It is of course very likely that Hardy was familiar with Eliot’s novel, but his 

material does not seem to be drawn from it in any overt way, and instead appears to 

fundamentally wrestle with the same problems of female agency and development. 

Indeed Eliot’s is known to be at least semi-autobiographical, and it is easy to understand 

why she, as a woman living with a married man, would care deeply about the judgment 

passed on unconventional women by society.66 Thirty-one years after Eliot explores this 

in her work, it is still enough of a complicated societal problem for Hardy to write about. 

The genders of the authors do pose an interesting questions regarding which novel is 

more real, or which is more tragic. It is not my purpose to argue for one novel over the 

other, both of which are utterly tragic and devastating stories, but as far as future 

possibility is concerned, it seems that Tess allows for alternative paths forward, whereas 

The Mill on the Floss washes away all possibility of a disrupting, developmental female 

narrative in the flood.  

 

Structure, Endings, and Cycles 

Eliot’s novel considers female growth in contrast to and in consequence of men’s. 

She poses complicated questions for development in the ways that Maggie Tulliver, age 

eight at the start of the novel, and four years younger than her brother Tom, grows up 

alongside him in what some scholars have called a double bildungsroman.67 Goodman 

defines the “male-female double bildungsromane” as a minor sort of literary tradition, 
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written by women authors, in which two characters share an Edenic childhood before 

being separated in adolescence (when the female is left behind), and then are reunited, 

usually in a reaffirmation of the childhood existence.68 The male-female doubling has 

complicated implications for this particular narrative of growth, however, and their 

reunion is not especially sweet. While Goodman’s summary and analysis of the novel as 

one of these double bildungsromane is certainly apt, I think we can and should 

complicate the way The Mill on the Floss fits into the type.  

 I believe it is safe to say that Maggie’s is the story of development that drives the 

plot and the reader’s interest. Tom certainly does have an arc, and Goodman is correct to 

point out that the male side of the “double” generally fits the standard (i.e. male) 

bildungsroman narrative. Tom goes away to school; he gets a job and embarks on his 

own business ventures separate from his family; and he passes a turning point into 

adulthood when he pays off his father’s debt. Frankly, his is a boring story because it so 

exactly fits what we expect. Comparatively, Maggie’s developmental arc is far more 

complex, although ultimately it is not complete. She is the force of the story of 

development, even though Tom is the one who (ostensibly) grows up.  

Originally published in three volumes, The Mill on the Floss can be essentially 

divided into three corresponding stages of life for Maggie: childhood (ages eight to 

twelve or thirteen), developmental teenage years (thirteen to seventeen), and young 

womanhood (eighteen or nineteen to her untimely death at not much more than twenty). 

While the timelines of these stages are laid out in relative detail, the amount of time 

elapsed always seems hazy at first, and it can be difficult to pin down Maggie’s age based 

only on these details, much less on her interior thoughts. Perhaps part of the reason these 
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distinctions are most interesting to consider is the fact of their impreciseness: although 

the passing years are constantly referenced, it is difficult to keep track of Maggie’s exact 

age between them. Not only does this align with the understanding of female 

development as not necessarily connected with puberty, as previously discussed; it also 

indicates that Maggie is not growing or developing on the same timeline as Tom.  

For Maggie there is not an equivalent scene to the horse stabbed by the cart in 

Tess, and therefore no symbolic menstruation to tie an age to. Instead, though, there are 

moments in which Maggie appears to have grown several inches taller. When she returns 

to get Tom from school at the end of the first volume, she “was tall now…almost as tall 

as Tom, though she was only thirteen; and she really looked older than he did at that 

moment.”69 In volume two, her father considers how she “was growing up—was shooting 

up into a woman.”70 The most explicit indicator of puberty, though, comes in her 

description most of the way through the second volume:  

One would certainly suppose her to be farther on in life than her 

seventeenth year…perhaps because her broad-chested figure has the 

mould of early womanhood…the eyes are liquid, the brown cheek is firm 

and rounded, the full lips are red. With her dark colouring and jet crown 

surmounting her tall figure, she seems to have a sort of kinship with the 

grand Scotch firs.71  

This passage also serves to position her at home in the Red Deeps, the locus of escape 

from society where she is able to meet Philip without judgment. The reader is left to 

assume that Maggie enters puberty somewhere within the second part, left unmentioned 

between these quotes. This passage is one of the few in which Maggie is described with 
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reference to her “womanhood” and her lips; her development is far less sexualized than 

Tess’s, who is described constantly in these terms. This period of four years that elapses 

with little comment on Maggie’s appearance presumably indicates the same thing that 

Tess’s horse showed more apparently: she began puberty sometime before the age of 

seventeen, but it won’t be acknowledged by the author because it is not the point at which 

she would be considered an adult. It is symbolically postponed until a later age when it 

can act as a more accurate metaphor for development toward adulthood.  

Each of the three volumes ends with a turning point for Maggie and the plot, 

which is surely what Eliot intended to demarcate these stages of life; these turning points 

are tragic, if not traumatic instances of grief for Maggie and her family. The bankruptcy 

and ruin of her father ends the first volume, his death ends the second, and finally Maggie 

and Tom’s reunion in death after the flood closes out the novel. Each volume also ends 

with an image of Maggie and Tom together, embracing, bonded in reconciliation for the 

moment by the tragic endings. At the end of the first part, the siblings “soon grew 

indistinct on the distant road…They had gone forth together into their new life of 

sorrow…the golden gates of their childhood had for ever closed behind them.”72 At this 

moment, they are together in poverty, both leaving school to return home and care for 

their father and the mill. At the end of part two, when they are pushed further into 

poverty upon the death of their father, Maggie says, “‘Tom, forgive me—let us always 

love each other,’ and they clung and wept together.”73 Finally, of course, in the flood, 

“brother and sister had gone down in an embrace never to be parted—living through 

again in one supreme moment, the days when they had clasped their little hands in love, 

and roamed the daisied fields together.”74  
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While these brief scenes certainly seem to follow Goodman’s tracing of the plot, I 

want to take care to consider each individually. The first volume details their childhood, 

which is the most Edenic portion of the novel, but should hardly be described primarily in 

terms of its prelapsarian qualities. Tom picks on Maggie, as older brothers are wont to do, 

and he punishes her harshly for her childish misbehavior and forgetfulness. Maggie loves 

and cherishes Tom more than anything, in a way that feels at times unrequited. Of course 

he loves her, but his manner of showing it is so different from hers and so grounded in his 

boyish notions of justice and punishment as he tries to train her to be better. He also can’t 

stand to be outdone, calling her “silly” and undermining her efforts at learning and 

creativity rather than supporting her. Eliot writes both Maggie’s and Tom’s thoughts and 

mindsets with such remarkable childish authenticity that it is easy to see both of their 

perspectives, but we nonetheless feel bad for Maggie and her innocent desire to be loved 

and admired. The two children live out these days of youth in a general state of 

happiness, however, and part ways to attend school, but reunite in their sorrow at the end 

of part one.  

The end of the second volume is, I believe, more complicated than Goodman 

expressly allows it to be. The first fits her formula well enough, although the siblings did 

already begin the process of moving apart, and the end was in a sense their first reuniting. 

In the second volume, they do fully grow apart and separate from one another the way 

Goodman anticipates.75 Yet this is neither the furthest apart they get, nor do they stay that 

way throughout the section. Additionally, Maggie is not exactly left behind in this 

portion. Although Tom is away at work most of the time, Maggie is often away as well, 

conversing with Philip in the Red Deeps. Her conversations with him indicate mental 



 47 

development and perhaps even a comparable moment to going to school in the male 

bildungsroman.76 After Tom confronts Maggie and Philip and they are unable to see one 

another any longer, the rift expands between the siblings. Yet only ten pages later, 

Maggie embraces Tom, and they again bond in their grief over the death of their father at 

the end of the volume—before they are supposed to reconcile.77  

I am certainly taking Goodman’s divisions at face value, and possibly even 

examining the tripartite sections she creates too literally; but I think it is not unimportant 

that Maggie and Tom seem to keep having reunions of grief in the middle of their 

separations. Rather than one circular instance of the double bildungsroman, we could 

view it as happening in several cycles in the novel. Eliot makes apparent from the very 

first pages how complicated the relationship between the siblings is, so it seems logical 

that their intertwining narratives of development would be equally intricate. To expand 

on Goodman’s reading of the male-female double bildungsroman, I would argue that the 

circle she forms on the level of the novel is also at work as cycles on the level of each 

individual volume in The Mill on the Floss. Tom and Maggie go through childhood 

together, followed by an estranged period of resentment, and at last reconcile in the face 

of death in the flood; on a smaller order, they also bicker and part ways, then reunite in 

the face of tragedy in each volume.  

 The circle of the male-female double bildungsroman, as Goodman represents it, 

allows for a variety of endings, so long as the two protagonists are reunited in a way that 

reaffirms the childhood world or experience of the beginning.78 In my cyclical iteration of 

her type, there is also more room for complications in the development of the characters. 

While Tom experiences a straightforward, typical bildungsroman narrative to the point of 
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being almost boringly predictable, Maggie’s is the counter to the norm that never arrives 

at the fully developed stage. In comparison to Tom’s, Maggie’s development is 

impossible because she continues in the cycle, drawn to and repelled from him and 

unable to pursue her education or a career or some sort of external experience that would 

allow her to achieve independence. Their reconciliation in death is the inevitable end of 

the cycle, because that death is her only possible outcome when she is unable to develop, 

or to reckon with her desires and find a path forward. In their last fight, Tom 

unknowingly identifies her exact struggle when he says, “I have had a harder life than 

you have had; but I have found my comfort in doing my duty.”79 As a young woman, 

Maggie has no duty but to follow instructions; she pines for knowledge and culture and 

things that Tom doesn’t understand. Tom grows up along a straightforward path, but 

Maggie is left to the cycle, an adult in age but without the autonomy and agency to 

pursue something like a “duty,” something that would give her a purpose and the ability 

to grow and progress.  

 

Desire and Knowledge 

 Maggie is, above all, a passionate creature with intense desires. She yearns for 

affection and admiration, for attention and acknowledgment of her brilliance, and for 

companionship and culture. At the beginning of the novel, her strongest desires are for 

knowledge primarily, but also to be recognized as knowing. In conversation with Mr. 

Riley, Luke, and Mr. Stelling, she “wish[es them] to think well of her understanding, as 

her father did,” and looks forward to an “opportunity of showing her cleverness to 

appreciating strangers.”80 She is attached to her books and tries to learn all of Tom’s 
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lessons, and precociously discusses them with Philip and Mr. Stelling. Over the course of 

the novel, however, Maggie’s desires morph into more sophisticated longings for music 

and culture, as well complex urges that she does not speak of or even perhaps understand 

at first.81 Maggie’s unnamed desires can make it difficult at times to parse whether 

something is simply fascinating to her or actually erotic. Though in most contexts, these 

are transparent distinctions, the lines are blurred in certain moments regarding music and 

men.  

 Insofar as Maggie has a sexual awakening in the novel, it would appear to me to 

occur in two places, the first being the moment that Philip confesses his love to her. “As 

he went on speaking, a great change came over her face—a flush and slight spasm of the 

features such as we see in people who hear some news that will require them to readjust 

their conceptions of the past… ‘I am so surprised, Philip—I had not thought of it.’”82 

Maggie does not experience this awakening in a positive way, but rather exactly as any 

teenage girl would react to finding out her lifelong best friend has a crush on her. That is 

to say, this isn’t necessarily a standard sexual awakening of her feelings, either, but rather 

it is the moment of realization that those sexual feelings are something she must make 

herself alert to in others. The other moment of sexual awakening, this time more in terms 

of Maggie’s experience, comes upon meeting Stephen Guest: “Maggie felt herself, for the 

first time in her life, receiving the tribute of a very deep blush and a very deep bow from 

a person towards whom she herself was conscious of timidity. This new experience was 

very agreeable to her—so agreeable that it almost effaced the previous emotion about 

Philip.”83 Again a few pages later, she felt that, “it was very charming to be taken care of 

in that kind of graceful manner by some one taller and stronger than oneself. Maggie had 
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never felt just in the same way before.”84 These two very different feelings of surprise 

reflect very different sensibilities in Maggie: it is clear she much prefers Philip’s 

company and conversation, but she finds Stephen attractive in a way she does not find 

Philip.  

 With this in mind, it is interesting to note the chapter titles of each of these 

moments. This encounter with Philip in volume two is, “Another Love Scene,” following 

on from the much earlier, “A Love Scene,” when they meet as children. With Stephen, 

this charged moment happens in, “First Impressions,” but is to reappear in, “Illustrating 

the Laws of Attractions,” and, “In the Lane.” It would be easy to reduce these two men 

down to Maggie’s attractions to intellect versus sexuality, but what should the reader 

make of these chapter titles? It seems significant that the scenes with Philip are written to 

sound romantic, but those with Stephen are not—yet the moments with Philip are 

anything but romantic, while those with Stephen are sexually charged. Eliot appears to be 

pushing her audience to think carefully about Maggie’s relationships with these men. 

Reducing them to “brains versus brawn” makes a neat picture of it, but the reality is far 

more difficult to pick apart. Maggie feels indebted to a man she admires and cares about 

as a brother, and is attracted to but resents a man who tries to abduct her. They represent 

aspects of her life and her other desires in elaborate ways, but neither man is a good 

match for her.85 Both men are coercing Maggie without regard to her feelings for them or 

her wishes relating to marriage.  

 Philip clearly represents Maggie’s source for knowledge and the various desires 

she has for attention and learning as a young girl. He also takes on the role of brother at 

the exact time when Maggie begins feeling distant from Tom, and thus connects her to 
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her past and even her family, perplexingly. If Philip is meant to be a partner for Maggie, 

he is in this way in their early relationship and as a friend in the end. Stephen represents 

sexuality and temptation, but more importantly money, class, and culture. He is the 

outside world that Maggie finally encounters, which leads her away from her dependence 

on Philip for fulfilment of her desires and, ironically, toward the possibility of 

independence. Yet Stephen is also the embodiment of the upper class who experience no 

consequences, and when he takes advantage of Maggie’s tiredness to abduct her and try 

to elope, he escapes the situation unscathed.  

 Stephen, like Alec d’Urberville, does not accept Maggie’s refusal to consent. He 

rows beyond the town at which they were supposed to stop (admittedly accidentally, if 

we believe him), and does not alert Maggie until she notices much later. He is already in 

a position of power over her by nature of being in command of their small boat, although 

she briefly tries to convince herself that it is not his fault and is instead the tide pushing 

both of them on. But at last she furiously accuses him, “You have wanted to deprive me 

of any choice…you have dared to take advantage of my thoughtlessness.”86 Maggie 

wavers back and forth, and Stephen continues to press her, but more gently upon 

realizing what he has done: “I will obey you now—I will do nothing without your full 

consent,” he says, and the narrator adds, “He had the uneasy consciousness that he had 

robbed her of her perfect freedom yesterday.”87  

Maggie finally makes a stand, after deliberating during their travels: “I will not 

begin any future, even for you…with a deliberate consent to what ought not to have 

been.”88 Here, she also overcomes her inclinations toward predestination, because of 

which she allowed the tide to bear the blame, and positions herself to act upon her own 
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free will. She continues: “No—not with my whole heart and soul, Stephen…I have never 

consented to it with my whole mind…if you were to win consent from the momentary 

triumph of my feeling for you, you would not have my whole soul…My whole soul has 

never consented—it does not consent now.”89 Maggie resists Stephen’s abduction and 

persuasion, even while confessing to finding him attractive, because a part of her soul 

belongs to Philip, as he knows—but another part of it is still caught up in her obligations 

to family, and a large part leans toward her desire for independence. In an impulse to 

reduce these counteracting forces and desires to their most simple state, it is important 

that we as readers do not let them flatten Maggie herself into a binary creature.  

Maggie’s relationships with men are fraught; her desire for love and attention is 

complicated more and more as she ages, when the men in her life have different 

expectations of her and their relationships with her. She longs for the unconditional love 

of her father in her childhood, but receives anything but that simplicity. Philip and 

Stephen compete for her complete love and devotion, but Maggie is unable to devote 

herself entirely to one or the other when they represent such vastly different things to her. 

Even, or rather especially, her relationship with her brother is complicated by their 

obligations, temperaments, and conflicting desires—but it is with Tom that Maggie has 

the strongest bond, and with whom she is able to overcome any discord.  

 

Conclusion 

 The Mill on the Floss grapples with problems of female agency and development 

via Maggie’s relationships with men. In the developmental narrative that she shares with 

Tom, she does not seem able to grow and progress as he does, instead finding herself 
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stifled within a patriarchal framework that will not allow her to experience the culture 

and knowledge that she craves. Maggie is passionate and full of counteracting desires, 

none of which she is able to explore or pursue because of her trapped position, in part due 

to her close relationship with Tom. The double bildungsroman form seems to me to allow 

one character to languish while the other grows, functioning in contrast to one another 

until their reunion at the end. Eliot works through the possibilities of the female 

developmental narrative through Maggie and her desires, but seems to indicate that there 

is no hopeful and authentic growth narrative for women in a patriarchal society. She 

cannot escape or abandon her community, but she cannot fit into it either. The deus ex 

machina ending of the flood washes away the inevitable failed possibility of Maggie’s 

story, along with her brother’s, so that society may move forward without them.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

 The protagonists of both Tess of the d’Urbervilles and The Mill on the Floss 

demonstrate the futility of following the stereotypical genre of development as a woman. 

While bildungsromane generally trace male growth along a set arc, the same moments do 

not apply for women; girls may leave home to go to school, as do boys, but education 

does not represent the same opportunities for them. Girls do not then enter upon the 

world of business and rarely travel from home to assert their independence and seek their 

fortune. Eliot and Hardy both try to create a form of the growth narrative that can apply 

to Tess and Maggie, but both girls are stifled within the narrative that they cannot 

conform to. For Maggie, this is directly contrasted with Tom’s success in it, but her 

narrative is not as straightforward or simple. The girls are presented with options and 

paths, but none of them are viable; none of their paths have a happy and fulfilling ending. 

The female bildungsroman genre seems to indicate that this narrative of development 

necessarily ends in tragedy for women. There can be no growth arc for women who start 

their story as precocious and responsible individuals, yet are set up to fail in a world 

designed for men.  

 The “Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon” emphasizes the ways that this narrative 

reflects real life for girls, who do not control their fate and are bought and sold like 

commodities. Although the implications of the resulting Criminal Law Amendment Act 

complicate the possibility of development still further, Stead nonetheless works to 

highlight the struggle for girls to gain independence. Stead advocates for protection 

through regulation of the female body, which may be an effective step in combatting sex 

trafficking of young girls, but does not on its own solve the problem of stunted 
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development. Ending the sex trade in London works to subject fewer girls to the abuse 

that forces Tess into adulthood, but until there is an alternate possibility of childhood, 

there can still be no narrative arc of growth. Stead fights for the protection of girls 

without acting on the problem of their objectification.  

The thread these stories share is the condition of being female in the late 

nineteenth century, and the dark implications for these girls when they are defined by 

their sex. To be female is to be sexed and gendered, forced into the position of other. 

Gender alone forces a precocity onto young girls, and their status as sexed prevents them 

from experiencing a positive developmental arc. Tess and Maggie both grow out of abuse 

and neglect, rather than having opportunities to develop and advance as they age; this 

seems to be the common experience for women. They do not consent to their 

objectification and abuse, but lack the power and agency to change their situation. Girls 

must know more of the world at an earlier age than boys, but are resultingly stunted in 

development by abuse. The condition of being female alone is enough of a disrupting 

force to obstruct girls’ development from childhood.  
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