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“Modernity” of George Gissing’s The Odd Women (1893)
Feminism at the End of the Century

Masahiko YAHATA

When George Gissing’s The Odd Women was published in 1893, a literary review gave a com-
ment that it was “intensely modern, actual in theme.” This work has begun to draw attention
again lately as the improvement of women’s status has widely been claimed.

Monica Madden wanted so desperately to escape from her miserable life as a shopgirl at a
draper’s that she married a wealthy middle - aged man, Edmund Widdowson, though she did not
love him at all. He would not allow her any freedom, demanding that she should always be
together with him. Monica, who could not put up with the oppressed life, fell in love with
another man. After Widdowson discovered her infidelity and offered violence to her, she ran
away from his house and died a tragic death giving birth to Widdowson’s child.

Meanwhile, Rhoda Nunn, a champion of the feminist movement, abhored any idea of mar-
riage at first. But she was attracted to Everard Barfoot who advocated a “free union” or mar-
riage without a legal union. After their engagement was made, Rhoda suspected that Everard and
Monica loved each other. Though it turned out to be false, Rhoda realized that Everard em-
bodied the typical Victorian notion of patriarchy when she was denied any explanation of the fact
and quarreled with him. Thus she cancelled the marriage and resumed the feminist movement
with her mentor, Mary Barfoot.

Gissing shows an ambivalent attitude towards the feminist movement without presenting
either a triumph of feminism or that of patriarchy.

In this paper, the present writer is going to investigate Gissing’s view of feminism by tracing
the conflicts of feminism and patriarchy mentioned above. It will become clear that feminism of
the late 19th century involved almost the same problems as that of the 20th century does. The

Odd Women is very modern in that it reveals this fact.
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