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FEMINISM IN HENRY JAMES'S THE BOSTONIANS




ABSTRACT

Henry James's The Bostonians is a satirical and biting
indictment of the women's rights movement of late nineteenth
century America. Through many levels of characterization
James builds a compelling picture of corruption, sterility
and low moral values, portraying the leaders and followers
of the movement in an unflattering and negative manner.

Although James was attacked for his. portrayal of
Boston society, his remarks about the members of the women's
movement are typical expressions of beliefs widely held
by his contemporaries about the nature of the men and
women involved in the movement. His portrayal of "Boston
society" itself is, in fact, flattering; it is women's
rights activists and radicals he attacks, not Boston
society in general. Articles appearing in such contemporary
magazines as Harper's New Monthly Magazine, The Nation, and
The North American Review express analogous sentiments
about the movement under a benevolent guise of concern for
the members of the "fair sex" who might be unduly influenced
by the insidious women's rights movement.

Through the conflict between Basil. Ransom, as spokesman
for conservatism, and 0live Chancellor, as a proponent of
the women's rights movement, over control and possession
of Verena Tarrant, the symbol of the softness and
vulnerability of womanhood, James portrays the conflict
between conservatism and radicalism believed to be
inherent in the women's suffrage movement. That Ransom
ultimately wins this struggle, inducing Verena to marry
him, while not a happy resolution, is the only one which
James leaves open if any form of order is to be preserved
in the relation between men and women. For Olive to have
won control would mean, according to the picture the
reader is given of women's rights, a destruction of
normal male/female relationships, the feminization of
men and the coarsening and defeminization of women. This
view of the negative aspects of the female movement is
supported by contemporary articles from the magazines
mentioned. It is through this struggle, and through his
biting portrayal of the men and women of the movement,
that James espouses a conservative viewpoint. It is this
view of the women's movement as a . disruptive influence
in American life which has been shown through the writings
of James's contemporaries, attitudes which are reflected
and amplified in the characterizations in The Bostonians.

iv



Sterility of body and mind, corrupt motives, and the
moral weakness leading to the disintegration'of family fies
are the dominant characteristics Henry James attributes
to the members and leaders of the feminisf movement inilhg

Bostonians. He satirizes those people who are drawn into

such an emotion-charged issue as women's rights and holds
them and, consequently, their beliefs, up to-ridicule,
effectfvely portraying them in an unfavorab1e-]ight. _wfth
few exceptions, the members of the movement aré‘characfer-
jzed as cranks, charlatans or ineffectual dreamers,; and.
only those with no real involvement in the movement'(i.e.,‘
the idly curious Boston audiences) are portrayed with
kindness or respect.

The anti-feminist sentiments which Henry James express-

es in The Bostonians reflect a long tradition of denunciation

of the movement. From 1837 to the early twentieth century"

and beyond, according to Eugene Hecker's A Short History

of Women's Rights,] the women's rights movement, in Ameriéa'

as in England, was the object of a great deal of abuse; not

only from membérs of the press and pulpit, but from:peopTé

.in all ranks of 1ife. The general characteristics James
.ascribes to the members of the movement, his portrayal of
~a deteriorating social order and the decline of womanly

sentiments, must not be seen as a particularly vicious

or vitriolic attack, but as a reflection of popular social
attitudes toward feminism. This-sentfment, which one f
might expect from the many jgnorant,. narrow-minded and

2
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provincial members of a backward society, such as the more
“unenlightened parts of the American South, is not confined
to them, but finds expression in some liberal and well-

educated people of the North as well. These are the people

one would expéct to find reading and contributing to such

v cosmopQ]itan magazines ‘as The Atlantic Monthly, Hérper's

New Monthly Magazine, The Nation and The North American

‘Review. A1l of these are magazines with .which Henry James
was familiar as a contributor and as a reader

‘In the scenario of The Boston1ans which James

"appended to a letter to h1s pub11sher, J. R. Osgood, on

| Apr1] 8, 1883, James said, "I wished to write a very

- American tale, a tale very characteristic of our social

conditibns, and I asked myself what was the most salient

..and peculiar point in our social life. Thé answer was:

'the situation of women, the dec]fne of the sentiment‘of

§ex,'the agitation on their behalf."2 The emphasis

'Ashduld be placed, it seems, on the phrase "the decline of

the sentiment of sex," with its overtones of decay,

| regression and disapproval. In his porfraya] of Olive

Chance]]br and the men and women connected with the women's

crusade, each with his or hér particular motive for

-in?o]vement, James attacks the movement and its participants.
'Aithough Basil Ransom, és spokesman for conservatism,

comes closest to representing James's outlook on the

womeﬁ}s,movement, James remains detached from Ranéom as

well as the other characters in the novel. James subjects



Ransom to his irony and satire as'much as 0live Chancellor
or Mrs. Luna. Despite fﬁiévdeféﬁﬁmént, the overall tone
of the book indicates diStaste-for;the types of people
who are drawh«into.such_an‘hyster%cal issué.as feminism,
and distaste'for a public which encouragés this'movement
for its own amusement or_diversidﬁ.- The characters

James chooses as représentativé of_the movement are, with
the exception of Miss'Birdseyé;fé11'motiVated byﬁsome
personal desire for apphovéi,‘ﬁu51icfty; or vengeance,
not by an altruistic desire for the bettérment of women.
The women either negate their feminini£yventire]y; take
on masculine characteristics, or are so feminfhe as to

be caricatures of themselves. The men are effeminate,
sly or vulgar, altogether unhanly. 1 agrée with Peter

Buitenhuis, who states in The Gragpingilmagination: "The

range of characters in the novel $uffi¢iently'répresehts*
James's ruling ideas'abOUt the Bosfoniéné.: A]] of them
except Ransom, an outsider, and Verena;Tan inﬁqcent,
represent some distortion 6f persona]ifieékfhat relates
in some way to a dislocation of thé'sexha] rO]e."3 These
characters run the gamut from sexless Olive Chancellor
and masculine Mary Prance to oversexed Adeline Luna and
effiminate Henry Burrage.

It is not just the battle between men and women which
James portrays, but the disruption of a culture which he,
like so many others, felt was thre%tened by £he activist,

women. James takes a conservative stance in the book,



and no one escapes his irony, not even Ransom, about

whom he says: "It must be repeated that he was very

provincia]."4 Although James satirizes Ransom as well

as‘the radicéls, it is important to keep in mind that

Ransom is'thé ultimate victor in the battle with Olive

over Verena. Therefore, conservatism'triumphs over

radicalism, even though the vfctdry is made bittersweet

by Verena's tears. Ransom's is,nof”a comp]ete‘and total

victbfy, but it is victory neverthélessf Conservatism

preserves established institutions and‘methods and resists

changes. This is typifiéd by Ransom's attitudes and

beiiefs. Radical, a§ represented by 0live Chancellor,

- favors extreme change and overthrow of established norm_s.5
James characterizes Basil Ransom as "provincfa]," with

ideas which'are'"fhree hundred years behind the times,”

but his views are actually more in tune with his time

than they first appear. Again and again his statements,

which seem to be repressive and regressive ones trans-

b]ahtéd from the mud of Mississippi,turn out to be echoes

of thosg expressed by very current and seemingly liberal

writers—contributors to Harpers, Atlantic Monthly and

Galaxy. These writers are liberal, that is, except toward
‘the women's rights movement. Those who actually supported
wbmen's rights were a small yet voca] minority._ Despite
their active campaigning for acceptance of more liberal
attitudes toward the women's movement, the mainstream of

writing continued to be more conservative, disseminating



stereotyped characterizations. Basil Ransom fhad the
" most definite notions about [women's] place in nature,
in‘society. . . . He admjtted their rights; these
consisted in a standing claim fo the.generbsity and
tenderness of the stronger race" (p. 198). Ransom felt
that "their business was simply to be provided for,
practice the domestic virtues, and be charming}y.gratefulf
(p;\205). And again he says "The use of a trujy amiable
~ woman is to make some honest man happy" (p. 244). Taken
tpgethér,’these statements seem oppressfve'and old-fashioned,
but compare them tq a passage ffom an article by George

“~

Cary Eggleston (novelist, editor, lawyer and free-

entitled "The Educat1on‘of Women":

As wives and mothers our girls are to be,

in Addison's phrase, 'the cement of society.'
Without their purity and grace, and intel-
11gence and good temper, society would crumble
to pieces.” It will be their task to keep

the world sweet and wholesome; to create,
regulate, and maintain social intercourse

of a graceful, profitable kind; to make

life worth living. It will be theirs to make
homes with the material means which men furnish;
to turn mere dwelling-houses_into centres

of attractive domest1c life.

While the Harger’ article does not actually say
as Ransom does that men are thev"stronger race," in a
more subtle way it points out that man is the provider,
and as such is stronger. mean's place in American
'society is in the home, making it pleasant for children

and husband, fulfilling the role of wife and mother.



RanSom's remarks‘are blunt and condescending, while the
Harééf's'arffcléAﬁas”é_mdre conciliatory tone and is less
antagonistic. Benéath.these superficial differences the
‘conservative:toneAand_seﬁtiment of both are the same. It
is interestiﬁg, though;not particularly significant; to
note that botH’Egg]eﬁth_and Ransom were lawyers who
served on the side of the South during the Civil War,
and that mfghf explain the si%i]arity in views;

| Another Cbntemporary,of James, Charles Astor Bristed,
a respectedvs;hb1ar-aﬁQ*proiificiauthor,-wtdte in The
Ga]axz‘(Aﬁgusf 18%3j£\_”Whatever moral superiority be
c]aimed_for:women,giﬁv;an_écarcely be denied that ih the
sum of all three classes of qualities, the physical,
menta1, and moral, men are the stronger, and likeiy
to remain so for_some_-generations."8 Ransom's "three
>hundred-year-dld‘phi}psophyﬁ'is more current than it
appears at first. |

As a Southerner, Basil Ransom is an alien not only

to the cu]ture-of Bbston; but,geggraphica]1y and}tradition-
ally as we]].-'Lionél Trilling says that when James re]ated.
.the feminist movément‘tokthe'immensevstruggle»bétween
‘the North and South, he set the story beyond any danger
of seeming to be a mere bicker between morbid women and
stupid men, but rather made it plain that his story had
to do with a cultural crisis;g For Trilling, this cultural
‘crisis invo]veé coanict'between the alien cultures of

two‘geographic Iocations, each with different values énd
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customs. But for the bulk of its detractors,‘thé_women's,
.movement was a cultural crisis in a more'intimatevway;.
not involving anything as objective as different places,

but threatening the very foundation of society. Hecker -

cites an editorial in Harper's New Monthly Magazine
(November 1853) which puts the situation this way:

The women's movement is avowedly opposed to
the most time-honoured proprieties of social
life, it is opposed to nature; it.is opposed
to revelation. . . . It is equally opposed

to nature and the established order of society
founded upon it. . . . The blindest must see
that such a change as is proposed in the
relations and 1ife of the sexes cannot 1eave
either marriage or the family in their present

‘state (p. 154).

In a more recent statement in the January 1880 issue of

The Atlantic Monthly, an anonymous author, in an-article

entitled "Equality," expreéses the same sentiments:

The movement goes to obliterate, as far as
possib]e,.the.distinction between sexes.. o
Nature is, no doubt, amused at this attempt.
A recent writer says, 'The femme 1ibre [free
woman] of the new social order may, indeed,
escape the charge of neglécting her fam1]y
and her household by contending that it is:
not her vocation to become a wife and mother_
Why, then, we ask, .is she constituted a woman
at all? Merely that she may become a sort of
second-rate man?10

According to Hecker's history of women's rights,
the newspapers declared'ihat the Women's Rights Convention
at Seneca Falls, New York, on July 19-20, 1848, was
orgénizéd by fdfvorced wives, child]eSS-women,;ahd sour
old maids" (p. 158), when in actuality it was not.

Elizabeth Cady Stanton, the moving force behind the
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convention, was married and had seven‘chi1dren;"and Lucy
Stone, another organizer, was happily married: vBufﬂthisu
negative’description of the leaders of the movement, com-
plete with its prejudices and biased att1tudes, serves to
‘illustrate the general attitude toward the women 's
movement that only malcontents, misfits and unprqducfivé,}
‘'sexless women were involved in women's rﬁghtég This
" negative description prefigufes'dames‘s depicfion of~ihe

leaders and participants in the women's movement in The

‘Bostonians.

0live Chancellor, as one of the leading propohéhts

‘of the movement and the main exponent of radica]ism~in'fhe“a-'

-struggle against Ransom over possession of Verena, is the'
most important examp]e:of James's view of feminism.
James's descriptions of Olive bear a striking resemblanca
“to the stereotypes‘which other writers also used in e

referring to women's rightS“activiéts In an August 1875

by Ella Farman 111ustrat1ng this stereotyplng beg1ns~with
this paragraph: |

~Peor Sara—-angular and muscular from hard . work,
as a rule i1l dressed, compelled by fate to
be systematically and enterprisingly energetic—
I do not wonder that people had the’1mpress1on
that she was strong-minded and 'woman's rights.
It does seem unfeminine to dress in open
~defiance of fashion and taste; yet it does not
Togically fol]ow that one is dissatisfied
with woman's sphere.11

According to this story, a woman's appearance links heré

with'the.feminist movement whether she is an adVocate of



women's rights or not. Many peop]e‘feft that;feminism
would bring about the destruction of marrfege:andftne"
family, and lessen the differentes;between,men.and:women;
with the loss of these distinctions they also felt that
the women of.the movement were neceSSarflyvsexless and
dowdy. William A. Hammond, neurologist, Somgeon,Genenal
of the U S Army, and pioneer:in fhe'fieId ofinervous

and mental diseases inrthe'Unifed'Stateg'notes, in his

fWoman in Po11t1cs," that the members of ‘the movement

are not necessarily‘typlcal of the maJor1ty of women. "Or-

iginating with members of the'femele sex, the movement

was at first confined'to a limited portion of the United

States, and was conducted by a few advanced and,oerhaps

abnormally constituted women, to whom .in a short time were

united a half dozen men of'simildn‘tendenoies:and |

character1st1cs"]2(emphas1s added) |
Unfortunate]y, James- does not rise above the stereo-

typing so common to the opponents of the women's movement

and noted in the preceding paragraphst Seen through

_ Ransom's eyes, Olive has a smile like ﬁa thin'ray of

moon]ight'upon the woll of a prison," and a handA"ao

once cold and 1imp" (p. 8). In her plain dark drese,'

with her colorless hair, her 1ight green eyes having a

"glitter of green ice" (p. 19), and with'her unspecified

(or worse, nonexistent) figure which excites "vague
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compassion" in Ransom, Olive not only falls into the
category of "sour old maid," as referred"tb'by:heWSpaper-'
accounts of the 1948 Women's Rights Convention, but is
also definitely a "childless woman," sterile, unproductive
and, therefore, unnatural A]though Olive is shown through
Ransom's admittedly prejudiced eyes, James moves from
Ransom's view to that of the narrator.when.he says,‘"There
are women who are unmarriedTby'accidént; and othérs who
are unmarried by optlon, but O0ljve Chance]]or was unmarr1ed
by every implication of her being" (P. 18) 0]1ye s
fundamental nature is not merely sexless, butxaétively'
anti-sexual. 1In a society whiChlglorifiES'mothérhood;?'
which sees motherhood and matrimony as the so]é aSpirations
of -women, Olive's self—imposed'dénia] of her sex is_indeed
an unnatural state. |

Ransom and the narrator -dwell upon 011ve S morb1d1ty,
and the word is repeated flve times on~one,page in Chapter 2
as being one of her‘outstanding'chafactEriéfiCS:
. . .The simplest division it is'possiblefto'
make.of the human race is into the people who
take things hard and the people who take them
easy. He perceived very quickly that Miss
Chancellor belonged to the former class.
This was written so intensely in her delicate
face that he felt an unformulated pity for her
before they had exchanged twenty words. He
himself, by nature, took th1ngs easy; if he
had put on the screw of late, it was after
ref]ectlon, and because circumstances pressed
him close. But this pale girl, with her 1ight-
~green eyes, her pointed features and nervous
manner, was visibly morbid; it was as plain as
day that she was morbid. Poor Ransom announced

this fact to himself as if he had made a
_great discovery; but in reality he had never
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been so "Boeotian" as at that moment. It

proved nothing of any importance with regard to

Miss Chancellor to say that she was morbid; any

sufficient account of her would lie very much

to the rear of that. Why was she morbid, and

why was her morbidness typical? Ransom might

~have exulted if he had gone back far enough to.

explain that mystery (p. 11, emphasis added).
Although James turns hié irony on Ransom when. he calls
him “"Boeotian," this description of O0live is consistent
through the book. The narrator comments on Olive's
shyness and attitude when- she Visit§ Henry Burrage's
room at Harvard. "She saw all this through the blur of
her shyness, the conscious,  anxious silence to which she
was so much of the time condemned.. It may therefore be
imggined'how sharp her vision would have been could ghe only
'have taken the situaiion more simply; for she was inte]]igeht‘
enough_nottto have needed to be morbid, even for purposes
of self-defense” (pp. 155-6, embhaSisradded). In another
instance, O1ivefs attitude is again.desdribed:."She hérself
had a nervous dread, but she had that about everything" (p.
288). Again, her ?nekVous dreadf is touched upon in the
book: ?The’other danger'was the worst; the palpitation
of her strange dread, the night of Miss Birdseye's party,
came back to her! (p. 292). One finé1'description
touches on her hysteria and morbidity: fShe neither ate
nor slept; sheAcould scarcely speak without’bursting into
tears; she felt so implacably, insidiously baffled" (p.
392). This morbidity of 0live's is an important point
because, as the novel unfolds, Olive is shown to be the

victim of her own diseased mind through her fanaticism
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and attachment to Verena.. The narrator of the novel gives
insight into Olive's personé]ity when he states that she
is "a person whose two brothers-—her on]y ones—had given
up 1ife for the ‘Northern cause. .,; : The most secret,
the most sacred hope of her nature was that she might
some day have such'a.chahce;'that she might be a martyr and
die for something" (p. 13). Abigail Ann Hamblen points
out that "Martyrdom has been the Tot of many a reformer—
and, James indicates, the deslre for it has_been in the
‘very nature qf'reformers.f]3. Prior to her visit to the
Tarrants td determjne whether‘she'Can>per3uade them to
_give_up Verena for a sum, Olive thinks "Her only consolation
was that she expected to sufferiintenseTy; for the prospect
of suffering was always, spiritually speaking, so much
cash in her pocketf (p. 113):'»A1thOUQh_this characterization
bf Olive's morbidity seems extreme, James is joined by his

contemporaries in this attitude. In an article entitled

"The Woman Question" which appeared in The North American
Review (October 1879).Francis Parkman, a legally trained
hiétorian and writer, says:

- cplte of their advantages, a vast pro-
portion of [American women] fall immeasurably
short of the influence and consideration
that ought to belong to them. We would by
no means be understood to intimate that
this is a consequence of liberty. It pro-
ceeds from a variety of causes, some of which
act 1n3ur1ously on men also; and foremost
among them is an overstrained and morbid
activity, an incessant tension of nerves,
bred partly by climate, but incomparably
more by the peculiar social conditions of a
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country where;a]]dkihdé of competition,

spurred by all kinds of stimulus, keep

mind and body always on the stretch!

(emphasis added)

This language d1rect1y paralleTs James's description of
Olive. Not only is O]ivéaunféMinihe and “morbid,"

but, according to James, she has_a martyr complex as

well, which, while not a'f1aftérihg portrait, is not an
isolated example of the opinion held by his 60ntemporaries
of the kind df women attracted to the movement.

Besides the unattracthejcharacteristic of morbidity,
Olive is shown as drawn info*a‘éuppressed but essentially
homosexual re1ation$hip‘with Verena, the homosexuality
being suggéatéd bydOiivéVS_aCtionsaand attithdés but never
openly bropgbt out by Jamas; Homosexuality, the antithesis
of a “ndrma1" ma1e/féma1e'aékuai‘réiationship, uhdermines
comp]etely the sanct1ty of marr1age and the bearing and
“raising of children wh1ch was cons1dered women's role

in society. _Irv1ng Howe,r1n the Introduction to the

Modern-Library'edition,of"fhé*édstonians,~Says, "Olive's

lesbianism becomes both cause and emblem of her social
incapacity. . . . Olive's lesbianism—partly because it

is antipathetic to society,—partly because it is suppress-
ed—cuts her off from everyone,fexcept for a time Verena,
and renders  her incapab]e-of(genuine'communicatiOn in
either public or bfivate'life" (p. xxiii)-. Again and
again we see Olive's anpipathy'tojhen'and attraction to
Verena: "She had . . . a moral resdurce that she could

always fall back upon; it had already been a comfort to
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her, on occas1ons of. acute feellng, that she hated men,

as a class, anyway".(p 22) | When 0live asks Verena
"where- shevhad got her‘.Jntense realization' of the suffering
of women; fof her éddress atlﬂiss”Birdseye;s showed that
she, too,(like 0live herself) had had that vision in the
watches of the highf;“‘vehéha answers by asking "where

Joan of Arc had got her idea of the suffer1ng of France.
Th1s was so prett11y said that 011Je could" scarce]y keep
from kiss1ng her" (pp;.8576). ;In another instance, as Ransom
bids Olive gbodbye;;hé'"dffered”his hand in farewell to

his hostess; bdf O]i?e féund if impossible to do anything
but ignore the,geéture,  She»qou]d not have let him |
touch her" (p. 97). 1In the Tarrant's home in Cambridge,
whén Matthias Pardon suggests Mr. Tarrant not "lay on
Vhands",to encourage Verena to}speak, Olive sees it as

a chance to save her?‘andvés "a chance to take a more
complete possession’bf the‘giri“ (p. 132) As she
prepares to 1eave, 011ve attempts to extract a prom1se

not to marry from Yerena~ "And Olive drew the girl nearer
to her, flinging over hef W1th_one hand the fold of a

. .cloak that hung amp1e ﬁpon her own meager person, and
holding her there with the other" (p. 136). Final}y, when
Verena renews her vow to renounce marriage, b]ive reacts
With passion: "She came to her slow]y,‘tookAher in her
arms aﬁd held hér long—giving her a silent kiss" (p. 309).
Her attitudes towarJ.men and hér'feeiihg for VYerena are

unhatuka] and isolate her all the’more)from those"around_her.
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Olive's latent lesbianism and her domineering,
almost mannish attitude toward Verena tarry with~£héﬁ“u
the idea of the reversal of the traditional male/female
roles. Nan:Bauer Maglin, author of "Fictiﬁna] Feminists 

.fn The Bostonians and The 0dd Women," points out that

Verena and Olive are from different‘socio-economic°c1a55ésg
Olive's wealth and Verena's lack of it place Olive in.tﬁé‘ 
masculine position of provider, creating in Verena a‘,
feminine kind of dependency which apes the tra&itidnal

male/female roles to some d.egree.]5

Carrying Maglin's idea
of role reversal one step further, it may be said that |
Otive "buys" Verena from her father, in effect subjectihg_
her to the role of a partner (i.e. wife) in a distbrted |
marriage contract. Olive takes control of Verena and,
since she hasvpaid Verena's féther a "br_ide-pm’ce,‘l |

_expects the same fide1ity from Verena that any‘husband
expects from his wife. Upon first meeting her, Olive
asks Verena, "Will you be my friend, my friend ofAfriends;_
beyond every one, everything, forever and ever?" (p. 81).
As the relationship between the two girls progresses, “
‘0live becomes more demanding, more fearful of "ihfide]ity"
on Verena's part. "Olive wished more and more to extract.
some definite p]edge fromvher; she could hardly say what
it had .best be . as yet; she on]y,fé]t ihat it must‘be 
something that would have an absolute sanctity for‘Verena
and woﬁld bind them together:for Tife" (p. 113). Li]liani

Faderman, in her discussion of same-sex relationships,
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notes that such relationships were tolerated in the nime-
teenth century: "because a woman had viktua]]y no economic
independence, it was safe to assume she would marry at
the first suitable opportunity and that he} affectional
ties with other women, no matter how powerful, would
present no real threat to society."]6 Olive, however,
with her financial independence and her'single-minded
desire to control Verena, is definitely a thréat to the
established social order. Verena herself finally recognizes
the hold Olive has over her: "She felt Olive's grasp teo
c]enchfng, too terrible" (p. 398).

In a final reversal of traditional male/female roles,
Olive visits Mrs. Burrage in _her New York home to discuss
Verena's possible marriage to Henry Burrage, Mrs. Burrage's
son. Not only is Olive taking the role a father or brather
usually assumes concerning a young woman's marriage, but
Mrs. Burrage is taking over Henry's role in pleading for
a girl's haﬁd in marriage. The sexua1 roles are completely
reversed, with Olive and Mrs. Burrage playing the part
of dominant and controlling males.

By depicting Olive in such a masculine and manipulative
manner, by imp]ying homosexuality or at least a relationship
with another woman so confined and bfzarre as to be "morbid,"
James casts the censure of the prudish nineteenth century
society not only on Olive, but on the cause which she so
afdent]y espouses, and throws Ransom, with his apparent

"three century out-of-date phi]osdphy,“ into a more
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faVorab1e light than he would otherwise appear. Who cannot
symbéthize with Ransom when he asks Verena, "since when
*Ht[was.itJ more becoming to take up with a morbid old maid
'thén witﬁ an honorable young man§ and wheﬁ Verena.pronouhced
the sadred néme of friendship he inquired what fanatical
'E”sobhistryjexcluded him from a similar privilege" (p. 402-3,
_emphasis addeq); Ransom's (and James's) description of
Olive, accordfng to feminist writer Maglin, i§ just a
'heflecfioﬁ of the epithets thrown at feminists at the time
"_JQmes]was writing. .Such-descriptions as "large-handed,

b%g fpotea,vf1at-chestedvand thin-]ippéd" (Maglin p. 219)
AWeré’ﬁbiruhEommon, and we see verbal parallels in James's
dégﬁriptidn of her smile like "a thin ray of moonlight"
(pf»8) ahd her "meager" frame (p. 136). She is a "pale
"girl with pointed features and a nervous mannef“ (p. 11).
”Horgée BuSﬁné]], a.c0ngregationa1‘minister, theologian, and

the authok of Women's Suffrage; the Reform Against Nature

(1869), apprehends the same changes for women suffragists
which James illustrates in Olive:

Accordingly, when these softer virtues go by,
'giving way to the ambitions of candidacy, and
the subtle intrigues of party, they will
carry off with them the fair colors, the flushes
of clean sensibility, and the delicate, smooth
lines of form and feature, and we shall have,
instead, a race of forward, selfish, politician-
women coming out in their resulting type, thin,
hungry-looking, cream-tartar faces, bearing
a sharper Took of talent, yet somehow touched
with blight and fallen out of Tuster. If it

. could be expected, that as they change type

- physiologically, they will become taller and
more brawny, and get bigger hands and feet,
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and a heavier weight of bra1n, 1t wou]d not

be so much to their disadvantage, and perhaps

there will be some little approach to compen--

sation in this way, but there is far more
reason to fear that the fight they are to

be in, being a fight against nature, will make

them at the same time thinner, sharp-featured,

lank and dry, just as all disag?Ointed; over-

instigated natures always are.! R
The parallels between Bushne1]’s_descfiption'of women
SUffragiets and James's description,Of'01fVe are too
important to be overlooked. Her "slender white hand" is
both "cold and Timp." And, like Bushnell's feminist,

Olive has a Fdisappointed, 6ver?instigatedﬂnatqnezﬂ
"It was the usual things of 1ife that filled her with
‘silent rage; which was natural enough;uinasmnehfas,'to

her vision, almost everything that was usual was
iniquitous" (p. 12).

As portrayed by James, 0Olive iS~evenything‘conserVative
anti-feminists expect from the women's movement fanatical,
given to hysteria, unattractive (at any rate, not sexually
appealing), violently unorthodox and unproduct1ve (as
far as the sacred office of motherhood 1s concerned),
and W1111ng not only to renounce marr1age for herself
but also to keep another marr1ageab]e young'woman from
it as well.

James's description of Miss Birdseye as a represent-
ative of the 01d Adeitionists.desenves some attention
‘here. A]thougn she is treated with dignity at the end

of the book, her introduction is not what can be termed

flattering. Because of her continued invo]Vément in
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causes, no matter how unselfishly she devotéd hersé]f,
how "disinterested" she was, James saw hékvés 10$ihg hér
individuality, the distinctiveness of her perspnajity,“thus:

She had a sad, soft, pale face, which (and

it was the effect of her whole head) looked as
if it had been soaked, blurred, and made

vague by exposure to d1sso]vent « « . She
belonged to any and every league that had been
founded for almost any purpose whatever. This
did not prevent her being a confused, entang]ed
inconsequent, discursive old woman, whose. o
charity began at home and ended nowhere, . .
and who knew less about her fellow creatures,-
if possible, after fifty years of humanitary .
zeal, than on the day she had gone into the
f1e1d to testify against the iniquity of

most arrangements (pp. 26-7). _

In this description, though it is attributed to Ransom,
there seems to be a deeper insight than can Be'made.by'

a person who has just met the woman and knows 1itt1e‘ébou£
her. James himself intrudes here to pass judgmentléhi
this Tittle vague woman. Even thoughther'1ife has be§n_ 
given over to helping others, there is ﬁhe‘defihiié -
implication that it has been useless; The narrator, and
not Ransom, tells us, “Since the Civil War.much of her
occupation was gone; for before that her beét“hours

had been spent in faneying that she was helping some
Southern slave to escabe".(p. 28, emphasis added). By
using the wordF@fancying,"‘James undercuts the old lady's
entire 1ife‘Work, casting doubt on her effectiveness.
Bushnell also sees the initial good intentions of thet
women's hovement corrupted into uselessness, mucq‘in the
same way James depicts Miss Birdseye's decline.  He says:

"The new possibiTity will at first be a triumph for women,
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and will seem to be the dawn of a higher and more hopeful

state; but in the long run of time the:change will be

the running down of womanhood into weakness and contempt."]8
Olive ﬁees'Miss Birdseye as a noble cB;racter who

has sacrificéd her 1ife for others, but she disregards

Miss Birdseye's remarks fbecéUse, of course, one never

pretended that she, poof dear, had the smallést,sense of

the real™ (p. 34). This, too, undercuts Miss'Birdseye's

effectiveness, for if she fancied she had helped others,

1but has no senSe of the real, how much good did she do or

just imagine she did? It is immediately after this

comment on her sense of reality that the statement is

made, "She was heroic, she was sublime, the whole moral

history of Boston was reflected in her displaced

Spectac1esf (p. 35); Coming from the omniscient narrator,

this belittles the radical, reform-conscious segment of

Boston sociéty. This passage'may be interpretéd in two

ways,‘neither of which is particularly supportive of the

movement. If téken 1ftera}1y, the passage méy,mean that

the people in the room, the people literally reflected

by Miss Birdseye's glasses, are fepresentative of the

who]e‘Boston}reform'movement, Boston's moral history.

This WOuld be anything but complimentary sinée_James}held

the audiences who attended such reform meetings in very

Tow regard. If the statement is taken on a more fjgurative

level then, though it is not quite as condemning as the

first interpretation, it is still a chilling comment on the
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Boston,reformers}>fA§ we have seen, Miss Bifdseye is an
incompeténf'd]dlwdﬁaﬁ'éﬁen:thbugh her motives are highly
a1truistic.*;That“the moral history is reflected by her
would blace 5t"in thé sémgﬁbategory she iS‘in, wei]-
meaning but fneffectua];,-That the history is reflected
in her_"displaaed SpeCtaQTesf adds another dimension, for
though she, and the moral history she reflects, are well-
intended, the dfsp]acement of hériglasses and fheir
office as:moral reflectors indicate the wrong direction
reform has taken and_ifs'inabi]ity to lead to anything
but disordervahd‘chaoé,jas far as James is concerned.
Miss Birdseye, then,'betomes £he mirror which in its.A
distortion reflects the true image of the movement and.
her spectacles become a symbol of that distortion which
encompasses.the,ehtiké3m0vement} This distortion is
ironica]]y repeatéd>]éiér in‘tﬁe béok as Miss Birdseye
awaits death at Marmiqn; A1thopgh Ransom's on]y'burpose
at Marmion is tovfemdye Verena from her conneétion with
the women's mdvehent and ﬁub]ié,speaking, Miss Birdseye
thinks he is thefé'aswa convert and supporter of the
movement. "When I femember what I have seen in the South,"
says Miss*Birdseye,-"Mr._Ransom's being here strikes me
as a great triumph" (p. 375). And 1ater;Aas Veréna and
Ransom walk together and Ransom tries to persuade Verena
of the fof]y of the movement, Miss Birdseye mistakén]y
believes the situation is the opposite. "She watched

them a little, and it warmed her heart to see the stiff-
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necked young Southerner led captive by a daughter}of
‘New England trained in the right Schobl,'whdeGUId:impose
her opinions in their integrity"” (p. 378),.H01ive_5ees
Miss Birdseye as a martyr, but the narratdf'séesfher‘as:
a “"poor little humanitary hack" (p. 38).

When Miss Birdseye is dying she te]]s'thé ydung   
people, "You mustn't think there's no progress becauﬁe
you don't see it all right off; that's‘Whaﬁui Qénted'to
say. If isn't unti]Ayou've_gone allonQ'Wayvthat,you can
feel what's been done" (p. 411)." Hamb1en pointsfout}thaf
Miss Birdseye's is a lesson of patience,vbf'w111iﬁ§ne§s
to wait, a great contrast to Olive's fierce‘bé11jgéfence
(p. 37). Yet for all her good intentions, MTSS:Bfrdséyé;
as James portfays her, is a kindly butlineffectua] de
woman who, in working for others, has lost herSe]f; '
"She had been almost celebrated, she had been actiyé;'
earnest, ubiquitous beyond anyone else, she hdd_gfvéh
herself utterly to charities and creeds and cause§; and
yet the only persons, apparently, to whom'her deatﬁ‘médé
a real difference were three young women in a éma11f
"frame-house' on Cape Cod" (pp. 413-4). James's harsh
portrayal of Miss Birdseye in the beginning of the book ié
softened at the end, but her life is still a fruit]ess.one,
.-Marmion, the community where Miss Birdseye bfeathes her
last, was once a thfiving community but ié'now decayed and
unproductive. It is appropriate, then, that Miss Birdseye,

‘the Tast femnant of the old abo]itionists, should‘die there.
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A glance at the rest of the followers of the merment
will show the contempt in which James held thém*éndnthé{? 5
cause. Basil Ransom classifies the audience at Missg~
Birdseye's,éathering as "mediums, communi§ts and. |
vegetarians"'(p. 32), an assortment of screwbal]s, in
other words. James maintains an ironic detachment from
Ransom, and Ransom's view cannot unquestionabfy be taken
for James's, but here we must accept Ransom's'vjew as the
narrator's. Throughout the book these audiences, and
therefore adherents to the movement, are ShOanidﬁa*Veryv
poor 1igﬁt.. At the first meeting, the people Ransom 
characterizes as "mediums, communists andvvegetariansf
also have an "anxious, haggard look, though there were
sundry exceptions—half a dozen p]acid,'floridvfacesh
(p..32). As Mrs. Farrinder and Verena talk to each other,
“the company wétched the encounter with é 106k'df re-.
freshed inanition" which suggests thefr emptinessvand‘the
Tack of intellectual diet their minds have fed on}in the
~past. Ransom categorizes the group as a "faded and diﬁgyA
human collection" (b. 58), and though Verena's talk is |
—devoid of intellectual content and full of inanities, "this
é??gode imparted animation to the assembly," suggesting
how Tittle is actually needed to stir them up. 1In a
further comment on those in attendance at the meeting,
the narrator reports aSIO]iVe walks over to Vereha; ﬁThe,
little knot of reformers watched her as she arrived;‘thei¢

faces éxpressed a suspicion of her social importance,
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» mingled with consciéntious scruples as to whether it were
.T right_to recognize it" (p. 68). Obviously, these people
n.dre:not on Olive's social level, but much lower on the
_  scdjé;land not terribly inté]ligent besides. In a later
‘episode Olive, with her truly refined tastes and
-;séﬁﬁibilities, reflects on the commonness of those in-
volved in the movement. "Olive Chancellor despised
vuTgarity;‘had a scent for it which she followed up in
heh_oyn family, so that often, with a rising flush, she
]détected the taint even in AdeTine. “There were times,
indeed, when everyone seemed to have it, every one but
_fMi;s:Birdseye . . . and the poorest, humblest people.
. lMiss Chancellor would have been much happier if the
ﬁovements she was interested in could have been carried
on-only by the people she Tiked" (p. 113).
j”*” Even Olive's tasteless sistef, Adeline Luna, has
 sdmething nasty to say about the reformers, including
her sister among them, of courSet "They ahe all witches
andbﬁizards,-mediums and spifft?rappers, and roaring
’radicals“ (p. 6). This statement is not so far off when
you consfder the Tarrants, Matthias Pardon, and 01ive
her§e1f in some respects. Though Ransom's view is
admittedly biased, he is nbt alone in holding the members
of these meetings in very low regard. "He seemed to see
the crowded, overheated hallg which he was sure was filled
with carpetbaggers, to hear flushed women, with lobsened

bonnet strings, forcing thin voices into ineffettua]
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shrillness. . . . The vulgar multitudef (p. 243).
Ironically, and in keeping with the evena1Trvieu_of the
people attending these meetings, the people at the meeting
held at Mrs. Burrage s home are character1zed as‘"the
best society."‘ This is 1ron1c because these people know
nothing about women's r:ghts, are not 1nvo1ved in the
movement, and are only out for an even1ng s dxver51on
Likewise, the throng of peop]e at Verena's 111 fated Boston
public appearance are_not ardent fem1n1sts but the cream
of Boston society out tor an evening's amusement.
Ransom says of the disappointed audience,r"They'll howT and
thump, according to their nature. . . . Hear them, the
senseless brutes!" (p. 461), 'But,‘like-thevgathering at
Mrs. Burrage's, those who are uninterested in the movement
itself are shown in a better light.h When'011veygoes_out
to tell them the Show'h351been-canee]1ed;"they~aecept it
calmly, "even when exasperated, atBostonleudience is not .
ungenerous" (p. 464). .This_ianotab]y e;"Bostonf audience
and not an audience of reform'advoeetes; Thus, throughout
the novel, even Qlive, the most'foncefuT proponent of
—-women's rights,; expresses negative feelings about those
attending reform meetings, and the overall feeling is that
the followers of the movement are unspeakably vulgar.

The_]eadens,_f0110wers and opportunists James depicts
as being attracted to the mnvehent are portrayed'with

uniform disfavor, an attitude James shares with others. An
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anonymous article in the March 2, 1971 issue of The Nation
states: "Thus far the tendency of the 'woman's.rjghts
movement' has been to Swe]] the ranks of feeble orators,
third rate lecturers, and séntimenta] pé]ificians, and
tricky_specuiators. In other words, it has borne in

many of its phases all the marks of unhea]thiness, and

has seemed to promise, if successful, an aggravation of some

of the worst diseases of SOC{ety.ulg‘

The 1anghage of
this description parallels that already éited by James
in describing the audience at Miss Birdseye's gathering.
'Francis Parkman states, “If politics are to be purified
by artfulness, effrontery, insensibility, a pushing
~self-assertion, and a glib tongue, then we may look for
regeneration; for the typical female politician will be
richly endowed with all these gifts."20

Judging by such characters as Mrs. Farrinder, Selah

Tarrant and his wife, and Matthias Pardon, James‘espouses

~ these same views in The Bostonians. Mrs. Farrinder, the
speaker at‘Miss”Birdseye's gathering, is "a copious,
handsome woman," who had "something public in her eye,
~which was large, cd]dAandvquiet“ (p. 30). This is reminis-
cent of Olive's eyes, "glittering like green ice." Mrs.
Férrihder is shown as haQing no tact, and with an appalling.
lack of sensitivity she tells Olive she may donate her
monéy to the cause if that is all she Has io offef, “She
had a husband, and his name was Amariah," and though she is

said to "embody the domestic virtues and the graces of the



drawing room"'(p,;31), there is no suggestion that
Amariah benefits in any way from her domestic qualities.

Selah Tarrant, another participant in the mo&ement,
is depicted acid1y as"afmesmeric healer with big, even,
~carnivorodsrfeeth,'whd,thinks nothing of manipulatinglhis
daughter for hisioWh'greedyAends. Ransom classifies him
as a carpetbagger, “"false, cunn1ng, vulgar, ignobles;
the cheapest kind of human product" (p. 58); and this is
exactly what,he prqves‘himse]f to be when, for a sum of
money;hé.]iteraljyfsé1ls his daughter to 0live. Tarrant
wOrshipsitHé‘pke$§f ”the vision of that publicity haunted
his dreams, ahd hefwdu]q gladly have sacrificed toiit the
innermost san¢titfés Of home" (p. 103), which indeed he does.
In this case, Ransomviévthe spokesman for James in the
depiction of Tarraht‘~for Ransom does not know of Tarrant's
transaction with 011ve nor of his hunger for pub11c1ty
James speaks accurate]y through Ransom in h1s repugnant
assessweut of Tarrant

Tarrant's w1fe'js no better than he, being "a flaccid,
relaxed, unhea]thy; whimsica] woman, who still had a
_ capacity to c]ing“‘(p; 71). Mrs. Tarrant embodies the
breakdown of the fami]y as much as her husband does, for
her Qiew of marriagé.fs a bleak one. .“The implications of
matrimony were fbrethe most part wanting in brightness——
consisted of a tired woman ho1d1ng a baby over a furnace
register that 'emitted 1ukewarm air" (p. 100). As followers

of women's rights, or any other movement,
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of Tarrant and his wife lends no prestige to the under-'.;y
taking. | o

Matthias Pardon, the ubiquitous and prying news-
paperman, 1ike Tarrant, is-also no va]uab]é édditionsioA 
the movement; as he ferrets out sensation and scandal for
his publication. For him, says Buitenhuis, "the women's
rights movement is merely the 1atest~opportﬁﬁfty'for brazen
- publiéity" (p. 149), and Pardon's attempts to_fnﬁindéié'
himself into Verena's life and exploit her néWSWofthinESS;
are ample indication of this. Pardon says;df Verena,
"There;s money for someone in that girl; you see if she
don't have quite a run" (p. 64), and then tries to indd;e :f
-her to marry him so he can manage her affairs. Later |
_Pardon states he doesn't want to make money through
Verena: "I want to méke history. I want to help the
“ladjes" (p. 146). Pardon is the'snoop}ng'newspaperman 2

type which James gently satirizes in The Portrait of a Ladx

in the -form of Miss Henrietta Stackpole, but here in’ he:‘;'”

Bostonians this representative of the press has no

redeeming qualities, no likable elements of wit or
attractivene35~toAa]leviate.his sordidness. When Pardon
barges into Olive's home only to‘be to}d she isn't ihere,
he says, "So I was‘toldf—but T didn't let thatxpreyent mef
(p. 435). Pardon's quest for news and exp]oitétion'of
each situation give the impression of a hawker at a circus

sideshow, selling glimpses of some freak to the thrill-|
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seeking public. Heightening this circus impression is
the statement of Verena's manager as the huge Boston
audieﬁce waits for her to appear and Pardon noses around
for news. l'1I've'Ahvand'1ed prima donnas,'and:I've handled
natural curiésifies, but. I've never seen anything up “to
this" (p. 452, emphasis added). This freakish aspect
reinfqrces the abnormal nature of the women's movement
and the general opinion of distortion of the ﬁatdka] order.

- Henry Burrage, with his domineering mother éver
pfesent, is described variously as being "an insult to
one's womanhood" (p. 123), "a fresh, pleasant, handsome
young man, with a bright friendiy manner" (p. 260), and
an "insinuating proselyte” (p.,304). Both 0live and Mrs.
Burrage are willing and able to manipulate this agreeable,
rather pliable young man, even éo far as marriage to
Verena is coﬁcerned._ Burrage‘is.one of the "womanized"
men Ransom fears will resu]f from the women's agitation,
fears which are well-founded if the results are such as

Burrage. The threat of men becoming "womanized" is not

confinéd.to The Bostonians, but is reflected in 6ther
nineteenth century writings. For example, William A.
Hammond, cited earlier, wrote of the movement, "One of

the prihcipa] 6bjects of many of the women appeared to be
to make themselves look as much as possible like men.

They cut their_héir short, parted it on one side, and
displayed 1ohgings»f0r short frocks and trousers. Strange
to say, the men who_affi]iated with them exhibited in-

clinations toward femininity."
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Henry Burrage 1s, in fact, womanized to the point
that he has a]l the attributes necessary to make a good
wife. He dresses we]]_gs_even Olive, who has reason to
dislike him,' admits ,(b.; 123). He is a good listener and
conversationa1i§t, which,comes:high on the list of things
women shou1d be‘ab1e t67do;taccbrding“to George Cary
Egg]estoh's 1883“Harper's article (alﬁeady cited) on.the
education bf’womenfgz A]ong’with his:;ppearaﬁce and his
conversatipné] dbiiity;_Bd}rége.ig an excellent pianist,
another feminiﬁé’ac¢ompji§hméafirafed high1y'by Eggleston
(p. 294). The talénfs Burfégevdiéplays aré exactly the
accomplishments Ransbm W§u1d hq.dpubt_wish for Verena,
and the ones Olive is preventingﬂVérena from fu]fi]]ing:
for hér own home and husband.

In addition to such adhefents_of the movement as the
Tarrahts,'Mrs. Farrindef;_Pérdon'andJBurrage,'there are
two women who are not sﬁppopters of women's rights as
such but who are iﬁevifabTe offshoots of it. These are
Mrs. Luna, Olive's overbearing, 1nto1erab1y familiar
and oversexed sister, and Dr Mary Prance, the sexless
uand;dechatEd profess1ona] woman. Both women represeht
extreme distortions of womanhood, if they are judged
according to a conservative viewpoint. Mrs. Lﬁha exploits
herrsexua1ity for a]] it is'worth, taking advantage of
Ransom's sense of ob]lgat1on to be p011te to keep him to

herself at Mrs. Burrage s meeting. Mrs. Luna finally drives

Ransom to rudeness, an unpardonable sin for a Southern
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gentleman. Mrs. Luna has a child, whom she has spoiled.
until he is totally incorrigible, having shown him_ah”f‘ﬁ
excess of "love" that is as damaging as no love at a11;_ ,
She overextends her flirting with Ransom until his Eéjeég_.
tion drives her into a rage of denunciations and rectimf
inations. Her own sister recognizes her vu]garity and is
embarrassed by it, seeing it as a blot on the family
record: Her excess of sexuality is as repulsfve in its
way as_OTive's lack of it and in the same way is as
abnormal. | i

Dr. Prancé is the other extreme. When Ransom meets
Dr. Prance at Miss Birdseye's, his impression is of an
extremely unfeminine woman.»‘"Sparé, dry, hard, without.
a curve, an inflection or a grace, she seemed to ask no
odds in-the battle of 1ife and to be prepared to give
none. . . . It was érue that if she had been a boy she
would have borne some‘relatioh to a girl, whereas Doctgr
Prahce appeared to bear none whatever" (p. 41). This
view of women ih a man's world is not confined to James,
but is reflective of a far wider opinion, one such as is
~expressed in an'anonymoué'article entitled "A Neglected

‘Side of the Woman's Rights Question" in The Nation’

(November 26, 1868): "The medical and other professiohs
‘are not apt to be fair representatives1of théir sex.
They are sure tp be persons of strong'will, more than
usual intellectual power, and under exhibit, in fact,
‘rather what is considered the peculiarly masculine than
23

the pecu]iarly'feminine type_bf character." In:
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7iWhi¢h appeared in an 1880 Atlantic Monthly issue, the

.. same view of professional women is held.

R TheAedutation of woman and'the.develobment
‘of her powers hold the greatest promise for

the regeneration of society.. But this

development, yet in its infancy, and pursuéd
with much crudeness and misconception of the

end, is not enough. Woman would not only
be equal with man, but would be like him;-
that is, perform in society the functions

he now performs. Here, again, the notion -

of equality is pushed towards uniformity.

The reformers admit structural differences

in the sexes, though these, they say, are

greatly exaggerated by subjection; but the

functional differences are mainly to be
eliminated. Women ought to mingle in all
the occupations of men, as if the physical
‘differences did not exist. The movement

goes to obliterate, as far_as possible, the

distinction between sexes.?24

The .similarities between these views of working women and

James's depiction of Dr. Prance indicate that James's

pdrtréyal is-réflective~of.a‘fairly widespread
towafd women, an‘attitude which James promotes‘
thani&ispeISQ for through the'rest'of the book
Dr. Pfénce'as a tough, dried-out, short-haired

going fishing and involved in other unfeminine

attitude
rather
he_portrays
character,

occupations.

In order'tq succeed in a man's world, James says, a woman

must lose her femininity, as Dr. Prance has done.

Finally, we must look at Verena, who by contemporary

conservativé standards is the only truly femini

ne figure

in the book. She is pretty, eager to please and easily

manipulated. Throughout the book Verena is noted for

her passivity, her‘generosity, and her.abi]ity

to inspire
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love, and Basil Ransom thinks of her as‘?tremendousiy-
open to attack, she was meant fdkfioVeQ:She4Wa$'meant
for him" (p. 378). O0live recoénizes;that.Verena's,essence
"was the extraordinary generosity Wifhfﬁh%bh,she tb&]d
expose herseif,_give herself away, turn.hefself iﬁsidg
out, for the satisfaction of a person«whdfma@e;de@ands
of her" (p. 392). | el

Bushnell lists some of fhe virtuééAbf'WOmanHOOd as
“the trust, the unse1f1shness, the deep k1nd11ness, the
ethereal grace and cheer,. the facx]e and free play1n§
inspirations" (p. 136), virtues wh1ch both 011ve Chancel]or
and Basil Ransom recognize and exploit in Verena._.lt is
Verena's beauty which first attracts Basil Ransom to her,
her beauty and her bright (aTthough somewhat - garish)
clothes, both of which contemporaries of James note as.
desirable attributes in Qomeﬁ."While-01iyefsﬁdfab
attire and plainness place her in_the c]éés bf‘w&rﬁed
and dissatisfied women's rights acfivists,'Veréna's_
beauty, freshness, and bright c1othing p1a¢e hér in the
ranks of women who are satisfied with their roTé fn
conservative society as sources of comfort dnd inSpiration
to men. In contrast to the dull and lackluster audience
at Miss Birdseye's, Verena presents herself as an:oasis
to Ransom. "She had far more color than any one there, for
whatever brightness was to be found fh Miss Birdseye's
rather.faded‘and dingy human collection h&dpgathered"

itself into this attractive‘but ambiguous young person. .
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She wore a light-brown dress, of a shape that struck him
as fantastic, a yellow petticoat, and a large crimson
sash fastened at the side; while round her neck, and
falling 1ow’upon her flat young chest, she'had a double
chain of ambor beads" (pfA58-9). Bushnell has noted that
-"women are bound, in God's name, to save their beauty.
For-this is the honor and power of their subject state.
Man ru]és by the precedence of quantity and seif-asserting
energy, and woman by the subject sovereignty of beauty,
personal and moral together, which she can little afford
to 1o5e by a sal]y to gain the noisier, coarser kind that

does not belong to her" (p. 137). In an 1870 article in

The Galaxy entitled "American Women and English Women,"

Justin McCarthy discusses various aspects of women's
clothing and states "loving all that brightens the

outer aspects of life, which after all must at best have:
a good deal of dulness and sombreness in it, I am person-
al]ylgratefu1‘to that stream of womanhood which arrays |
itself in a11‘the colors of the rainbow or the pigeon's
neck, and makes so lustrous a pageant under my windows."25
Verena is not only pretty, eager to please and colorful,
but the instinct for motherhood, an instinct which
conservative contemporaries of James considered.extinct
>in women's rights octivists, is strong withinvher.
"Verena, 1ooking with a quickened eye at the children (she

adored chi]dren), went on—" (p. 340). The word "quickened"

is sometimes used to describe the first movements of a child
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in the'WOmb,’a‘certain symbol of ferfility and motherhood.
Vereﬁa fé; by nineteenth century conservative standards,
much more natural than someone 1ike Olive, who represents
,the:breakdoWn_of thé family and womanhood.

Vérena_fs”the{center of the strugg]e‘between Ransom'
radicalism, a struggle_variou51y”described as "war to the
knife“ (b. 395) by Olive,\and as a battle which "challenged
all his manhood" (p.,455) by Ransom. Verena herself, a
pawn in the'power{piayvbetween these two strong people,
iS'nof‘ds fmpoffant és what she repfesents, a woman with
the‘cépability‘of_giyihg herself to a man who]éhearted]y
'aélwife and mothef. She is a woman faced with a choice,
and her strugg}eé_to reach .a decision represent the major
~conflict of tﬁé?nov§1;’~

'ThatfRénsém is'the”Victor in the struggle is of
extreme'significéhce; for he is the only consistent
H repreSentativequ and spokesman for normality (that is,
conéervafivé contemﬁorary normality)'througﬁout thé novel.
Al11 the méjdr Characfers are introduced through his point
of view and fhe'impressibn given at that time of their
wrong-headedness a@d abnorma]ity is carried out and
reinforcedvaslthe story progresses. Though the absolute-
ness of Ransom's views is satirized, as is his provincial-
ism, he is not ultimately reduced in stature nor is hi$
Viewpoint %ota]]y diégredited by the actions of others.

in the novel. On the other hand, most of the women's



rights advocates are shown to be corrupt and destructive

in their methods and motives. Ransom's views seem old-

fashioned, though actuaT]yAthey are very contemporary,

and are such as to preserve the familiar family'éﬁd_sbciaT
order, and ndt disrupt it, a conservative stahce simi}ar ;
to that of many others of the day. :Qli&e's views;péfr |
ticularly toward Verena, are depicted‘és.dnhaturalftb the
point of morbidity, and are based on a desfretfﬁf revenge
against the éntire male sex, as well as a desifegfo :
dominate another woman and find fu]fii]meﬁt‘thfough'her;i_

A definite dislocation of the sexes is shown thfonh-

‘out the book, from Olive and Verena's relationship to the

womanly attributes of Henry Burrage, a dis]ocatioh tied
in‘various ways to women breaking from their traditional
roles within society. When Ransom perSuades Verena~fb } -
marry him, he does not offer her happiness;~butAhe5doé§”‘
offer her a form of nprma]ity, a form of fu]fi]lméht ih-a
traditional conservative role. |

In this book James satirizes the feminist movemeﬁt,'

but even more he satirizes the fanatics and cranks who

.are drawn into such a movement. His resolution of the

struggle between Olive and Ransom through the marriage
of Verena and Ransom is not a happy one, but if.is thé
only one available giVen_the naturé and'chﬁracter of‘the
adherents to the women's movement James has e§tab1ished

in the book, and the actual attitudes towards womeﬁ's

"rights. Sara deSaussure Davis supports this idea in her
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article "Feminist Sources in The Bostonians" (American

Literature 1979) when she states: "James was true to his

overall sense of the feminist movement; Ransom's ‘winning'
Verena is s&hbo]ica\ly and historically appropriate to

the history of the mbvement at that -time.f'26 The hope

for women's freedom does not .lie in radical reformism,
James and“his contemporaries say, but through the fulfill-
meht of traditfoné] roles as wives and mothers, and through
working within that established framework toward a bétter
‘vlife. Radicalism, as portrayed by Olive Chancellor and

the followers of'tﬁe movement, and as perceived by the

writers of the time, leads only to humiliation and defeat.
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