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Introduction: The Flaneuse

The flaneur is a mysterious being, generally described as being ’a man of leisure’ 

or ‘a man about town’; someone that enjoys walking the streets of the city with no set 

goal but to watch the world pass him by. He can be found in any city across time, from 

the streets of Ancient Greece to modem day America. He is depicted across the arts from 

paintings to literature to music; for every person that would demean them for such 

wasteful behavior there is another immortalizing them. From Odysseus traveling home 

from Troy to Harry Potter discovering the wizarding world, it cannot be denied that the 

flaneur has found a special home in literature. This might be all well and good, but where 

does that leave the flaneur’s companion the flaneuse?

The word flaneur comes from the French word flanerie and in her book Flaneuse: 

Women Walk the City in Paris, New York, Tokyo, Venice, and London, Lauren Elkin tells 

us that flaneuse is the feminine form of the word flaneur (Elkin 7). Unfortunately, due to 

the constraints placed on women by society Elkin states that there is some belief that 

female flaneurs simply did not and could not exist. This was reflected in novels where 

women were written into minor roles, serving only to run the home or play the damsel in 

distress; never were they allowed to wander the streets if they wanted to remain 

respectable, much less travel alone. The only women who would dare to break such 

social codes were prostitutes (Elkin 8). Reflective of the Victorian era, even in their 

novels women were expected to adhere to the rules society had set for them in fear of the 

consequences for breaking them. Fortunately, as time progressed, so too did the agency 

of female characters.



Different writers have different perspectives on what constitutes a flaneur.

Honore de Balzac’s interpretation of the flaneur is described by current flaneuse scholar 

Lauren Elkin as taking . .two main forms.. .the common flaneur, happy to aimlessly 

wander the streets, and the artist flaneur, who poured his experiences of the city into his 

work.” (Elkin 10). In his book The Flaneur: A Stroll Through the Paradoxes o f Paris 

Edmund White ponders on Charles Baudelaire’s flaneur as a “...modem artist who 

immerses mmself in the bath of the crowd, gathers impressions, and jots them down...” 

(White 36). This interpretation does not need to have this distinction to be applied to the 

flaneuse. There is a relationship with the ability of a character to navigate in their 

physical environment that contributes to the way in which they internalize and share that 

experience. There is no one without the other, and as Rebecca Solnit posits “everyone 

engaged in some version of flaneury” (Solnit 200). To that end there can even be an 

imagined mobility, one created by the internal life of the character, that allows for a new 

extension of what it means to be a flaneuse. Specifically, that the flaneuse makes use of 

her mobility and interiority to cement her presence in literature by creating female 

characters with the depth and complexity typically thought to be reserved for their male 

counterpart. North and South, Little Women, Mrs. Dalloway, and Wide Sargasso Sea all 

provide readers with a flaneuse that exemplifies these ideas as they traverse through and 

are affected by their physical spaces.

In Elizabeth Gaskell’s North and South readers are introduced to Margaret Hale, 

the daughter of an ex-parson that has moved to the industrial city of Milton. It is a city far 

different than London or her country parish of Helstone, having come to prominence as a 

result of the Industrial Revolution. The factory owners who make up Milton’s upper class



are different from the gentry of London Margaret is familiar with, and its working class 

bolder than Margaret’s simple parish neighbors. It is a new world she must adapt to, 

which she does with a gusto after the initial shock. Her movements through Milton are 

marked by her observations of it, and through internalizing them she is emboldened by 

the end of the novel to embrace her independence outwardly as well as inwardly despite 

society’s expectations. It is that time in between that I will focus on, how Margaret’s 

budding flanerie in Helstone is transformed by her experiences in Mi 'ton. Having grown 

up in the eye of London society, Margaret arrives in Milton with a set of preconceived 

notions about how she must circumvent the eye of society to engage with the city on her 

terms. She justifies her wanderings with the veil of familial duty, all the while she is 

interacting with the city and its residents directly and indirectly. It is through these 

interactions that the reader witnesses the way that Margaret’s subversive flanerie reveal 

the complexities within her interiority, ones that she safeguards even as they are changed 

by her flanerie.

By contrast Jo March of Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women shows us a flaneuse 

eager to share the workings of her interiority with the outside world, choosing to mask 

her flanerie through performance. Unlike Margaret’s subtle movements, Jo ‘romps’ her 

way through the novel taking her observations and creating stories to share. She forces 

those around her to engage with her flanerie through her writing and storytelling, a 

writerly flaneuse if there ever was one. Though one need not be a writer to be a flaneuse, 

Jo channels her experiences in this way in order to make sense of her world. As such she 

understands the constraints she faces and so does what she can to mitigate them without 

having to submit. In Laurie she finds a companion in flanerie and by performing as the



innocent little woman uses him as shield against the eyes of society. Similarly, she acts as 

the “man of the house now papa is away” being ‘brother’ to her sisters as a comfort to 

them and a source of independence for herself (Alcott 14,13). By performing as the 

‘male’ authority Jo can negotiate more freedom for herself, understanding the different 

standards to which men and women are held. Jo performs her flanerie through a variety 

of transformations, until she joins the ranks of matron with Clarissa Dalloway when it is 

no longer necessary.

Virginia W oolfs Mrs. Dalloway introduces the reader to a flaneuse in the prime 

of her life, where society’s eye is no longer so concerned with her as it was in her youth. 

Around her though society is changing, and she wonders how differently her life might 

have been if those changes had come earlier in her life. Clarissa Dalloway is a flaneuse 

haunted by the past, unable to break free of it. Clarissa grapples with the conflict between 

her inner desires for freedom and her social responsibilities. There is a line she cannot 

cross, so strong are her ties to the traditions and manners of a life before the Great War, 

Instead she must learn to live with this internal conflict, instead watching as her daughter 

Elizabeth learns to navigate a new world where a flaneuse is not so tied down. The 

flaneuse who is also a matron has a freer rein over her flanerie but as Clarissa 

demonstrates this comes with a fractured inner life where she must continually wrestle 

with her desires and what is expected of her.

Antoinette Cosway is another flaneuse who faces continual conflict, but hers 

comes as a result of both physical and societal confinement. Beginning in Jamaica in the 

Caribbean before ending in England, Antoinette is constantly at odds with her society.

She deals in issues of racism and colonization that so severely affect her that in the end



her ultimate form offlanerie is a spectral one. The novel is told in the past tense, 

Antoinette symbolically walking the reader through her memories in a voyeuristic form 

offlanerie that is chilling in its narration. Finally, the only way that Antoinette is able to 

regain any sense of her former freedom is on the spiritual flight she takes in her dream 

back to Jamaica. Stemming from the myth of the Flying African, this final flight of 

flanerie shows the racial politics involved in flanerie. Antoinette gets to be a flaneuse, but 

only through the appropriation of and restrictions on the Afro-Caribbean culture she grew 

up alongside.

These novels show us that the figure of the flaneuse is very much present in 

literature at the time the flaneur is enjoying his popularity in the nineteenth century. She 

is present at his side and has remained in one form or another in literature through to the 

twenty-first century. Not only can she be found in modem fiction, the flaneuse has found 

her way into other mediums. Television, films, comics, and more have welcomed the 

flaneuse into their ranks. Visual adaptations have even allowed readers of these older 

works see the flaneuses mentioned here come to life. They can see for themselves how 

the flanerie of Margaret, Jo, Clarissa, and Antoinette play out, how their interiorities are 

influenced and changed by their interactions with their physical space. Contemporary 

fiction has also allowed the flaneuse to traverse in new genres with the rise in popularity 

and accessibility of fantasy and science fiction. These flaneuses may find themselves in 

strange lands or worlds, but at their core they exemplify the same traits as the flaneuses 

examined here: women who take charge of their lives despite their circumstances to 

engage with the world around them. By showing that she can exist in the realm of 

literature, the flaneuse makes it clear that she can exist in the real world as well.



Chapter One

Winding Her Way: Margaret Hale as Subversive Flaneuse in North and

South

Elizabeth Gaskell centers North and South around Margaret Hale, a parson’s 

daughter, newly arrived in the fictional city of Milton with her family after her father’s 

break with the Church of England. Gone are the formal niceties of the gentlefolk and 

pastoral scenes of southern England, replaced instead with more straightforward and 

impersonal business-like northern demeanors. Margaret must learn to quickly make sense 

of her new surroundings or risk committing a social faux pas at every turn. Such changes 

are overwhelming to her but being a refined southern lady Margaret takes care to keep 

such emotions from outwardly showing. To combat her unease in this new environment, 

Margaret takes frequent walks around the city to clear her mind, engaging in flanerie. A 

French term, flanerie is associated with the male flaneur, someone who wanders the city 

as a silent observer unencumbered by the rules of society. It is for that reason that the 

female version, the flaneuse, is considered by some, such as Janet Wolff, to be 

nonexistent (Elkin 8). Held to a stricter moral code, women, especially those in the higher 

classes, could not walk as freely in the city as men could lest they risk their reputations. 

However, Margaret is shown to have an unusual amount of freedom for someone of her 

station. At Helstone she comes and goes as she pleases without worry of what the 

parishioners will think of her, she is the parson’s daughter, so they think well of her. The 

move to Milton changes everything in Margaret’s world. Her father’s new title as a tutor 

does not have the same weight in Milton that parson did in Helstone, therefore 

Margaret’s freedom starts to become restricted by society. Margaret can perceive this ,



difference as she becomes more acquainted with the way of life in Milton and its people. 

She is aware and observant of the way society watches and judges her actions in Milton, 

so she carefully manipulates it in such a way that all parties are satisfied. And yet it is 

through these same, cleverly arranged walks that Margaret finds herself at the end just as 

effected. It is through these walks that Gaskell reveals the intricacies of Margaret’s 

inferiority as it develops through her navigations of Milton’s streets and her subtle 

subversions of societal conventions. Through these acts of subversion Margaret is able to 

gain access to the streets of Milton that allow her to interact with and observe people she 

otherwise may not have in a city still drawing its societal boundaries. Through her walks 

Margaret gains access to another way of thinking through her observations and 

interactions with factor}' owners and factory workers alike. Like a true flaneuse„ Margaret 

takes in this information and uses it to assess the world around her, to see it in a light she 

may not otherwise have if she were to allow herself to be contained indoors. Yet she must 

still be careful not to let her flanerie get away with her, assigning an outward justification 

to it in order to avoid arousing societal suspicion toward her acts of subversive flanerie.

In succeeding to do so, Margaret Hale lays the groundwork for future literary fldneases to 

be able to wander through the.’" respective cities and environments.

Wanderings in Hclstone

Before stepping onto the streets of Milton, it is worth noting that walking is not a 

new pastime for Margaret upon her arrival there. Prior to this, Margaret revels in a bit of 

flanerie by walking in the forest around the Helstone parsonage, her childhood home, 

visiting with the neighboring parishioners. What marks these moments as indicative of 

flaneuse-ing rathe; than just walking are the ways n which her observations are related



later to others and mentally to herself. It is not unlike the reflections an urban flaneur has 

as he strolls about the city, who Merlin Coverley describes as “a nostalgic figure, 

who.. .proclaim[s] the wonders of urban life” (Covereley 58). It is these walks that paint 

the nostalgic picture of Helstone that she gives to her London acquaintances, with the 

flowing and poetic words of a flaneuse rather than a commonplace description another 

might give. For instance, Margaret describes these walks around Helstone to Henry 

Lennox, brother to her cousin’s fiance, as “so beautiful, it would be a shame to drive...” 

and indeed once she is there the narrator says “This life -  ’at least these walks- realized all 

Margaret’s anticipations. She took pride in her forest.” (Gaskell 14, 18). This realization 

of anticipations mentioned by the narrator reveals Margaret’s satisfaction and pleasure at 

returning to the natural world of Helstone. It paints the picture of a peaceful, pastoral 

existence that Margaret can take refuge in after all the bustle of life in London, especially 

following her cousin’s wedding. Venturing through the natural world is described by 

Rebecca Solnit in Wanderlust: A History o f  Walking as being “a particularly feminine 

pursuit” since “It was something to do” in a life where the choices were limited, which 

gives further evidence to Margaret’s fondness for walking, and therefore her title as a 

flaneuse (Solnit 97). Margaret keenly feels the lack of freedom while in London where 

there is no peaceful forest to wander in, only allowed out of her aunt’s home under the 

strictest rules: “how tired I used to be of the drives everyday in Aunt Shaw’s carriage and 

how I longed to walk!” (Gaskell 19). The paragraph following this exclamation starts 

with “And walk Margaret did, in spite of the weather.” The description that follows 

makes the reader feel as though Margaret has become one with the world that surrounds 

Helstone in the way a flaneur becomes one with the city, likened to a leaf borne by the



wind along the paths “lightly and easily” (Gaskell 20). Helstone represents freedom to 

Margaret; freedom from the judging of the eyes of London society, allowed to a flaneuse 

alone with the trees and roses to stroll about them as she pleases. The harmony that 

resonates from Helstone and into Margaret, that causes her “idle revelling” between visits 

to the parishioners, is shaken by the arrival of the city in the form of Henry Lennox.

When Henry Lennox comes to Helstone to seek Margaret’s hand in marriage, her 

subsequent rejection of him, and the revelation of her father’s intentions of quitting the 

parish, causes this haven to quickly come crumbling down. The appearance of Henry 

Lennox at Helstone brings with him the return of the constraints of urban society, tainting 

the perception of the parish for Margaret who is now no longer free in her home. It is not 

immediately apparent to her until Lennox asks for her hand, so wholly is Margaret 

invested in the image and role she has cultivated for herself of Helstone. When the 

proposal is given, Margaret finds herself having to quickly switch back to the Margaret of 

London, choosing her words and actions carefully to follow the script society would 

dictate at such an occasion, and her irritation at such an intrusion into her paradise slips 

through: “The whole tone of it annoyed her” (Gaskell 29). The encounter leaves its mark, 

and on her final night at Helstone, Margaret takes one last walk along the path she had 

shown Lennox during his visit, one she hadn’t since returned to. She is filled with fear 

she had not had before, and the crack of a fallen branch has her running “swift as 

Camilla” back to the house where “Her heart did not still its fluttering till she was safe in 

the drawing room, with the windows fastened and bolted...shutting her in.” (Gaskell 51). 

The forest which had before filled her with pride, has now filled her with fear. This shift 

in feeling demonstrates Margaret’s unease in moving to a town in Darkshire’, where



even the natural surroundings have been so tainted by manufacturing as to warrant a 

different name. Margaret fears being shut in by the unknown forces of Milton, so much 

so that the shadow of Milton has extended to Helstone on her final night.

The outside world affords Margaret a freedom that the domestic indoor world 

does not, one she seeks to keep upon their arrival in Milton: “Her out-of-doors life was 

perfect. Her in-doors life had its drawbacks.” (Gaskell 18). Where before she could roam 

Helstone freely without comment, at whatever pace she desired in true flaneuse fashion 

free from the gaze of society, “She went along there with a bounding fearless step, that 

occasionally broke out into a run...”, such actions cannot be sustained when living in the 

city (Gaskell 66). These new restrictions on her mobility after the freedoms of Helstone 

she feels as “a trial to come down from.. .to the even and decorous pace necessary in the 

streets.” (Gaskell 66). Here she feels the shift from a flaneuse of the natural world to an 

urban flaneuse. In a city like Milton she becomes a topic of conversation to be criticized 

by members of society if she engages in such behavior. As Elkin describes “women out 

in public ran all sorts of risks to their virtue and their reputations; to go out in public 

alone was to risk disgrace” (Elkin 11). Margaret justifies her actions by placing i as her 

duty to see to her family’s welfare upon their arrival in Milton, being that her mother is 

too ill and her father unsure about how to fulfill domestic needs. Margaret could just as 

easily have made those errands part of Dixon’s duties as a servant of the family, instead 

she has Dixon care for her mother while she runs the errands in her place. The re- 

introduction of societal decorum puts a limit on Margaret’s previous independence, one 

she succeeds in circumventing by ‘allowing’ this reversal of duties. This is further 

supported by Jennifer Poulos Nesbitt’s claim in her article “The Act of Passing By:



Walking, the City Novel, and Its Subjects” wherein she says, “Shopping provides a 

respectable cover for an otherwise unjustifiable stroll alone in the city.” (Nesbitt 31). 

Knowing that there is a cover ready made by society for her to use makes it more likely 

that Margaret, who longed to walk while in London, would seize the opportunity to do so 

in Milton especially as she has taken authority over the family. In doing so she can assert 

her independence, as well as her place as a flaneuse through it, and overcome the fear of 

being penned in by the city and its citizens.

Navigating through Milton and its Society

Milton being a busier city than London, Margaret must quickly learn to get her 

bearings on its streets. The rules of London streets do not transfer to the worker laden 

streets of Milton, but it is this crowd that elevates Margaret to the role offlaneuse. Merlin 

Coverley in his book Psychogeography describes the flaneur as “the wanderer in the 

modem city, both immersed in the crowd but isolated by it, an outsider.. .whose motives 

remain unclear” (Coverley 60). Though he categorizes this as strictly a male 

phenomenon, Coverley’s description is an apt one for Margaret’s experiences on the 

streets of Milton. Perhaps when amongst others of the same social class rules are more 

strictly enforced and so your movements monitored, but once on the public street that 

status slips away when the walker can blend into the crowd, just one of many. The 

working class of Milton don’t give Margaret much of a glance other than to notice she is 

in their way, a shocking change to London streets: “Until Margaret had learnt the times of 

their ingress and egress, she was very unfortunate in constantly falling in with them. They 

came rushing along... and their carelessness of all common rules of street politeness, 

frightened Margaret a little at first” (Gaskell 66). That Margaret con nues to persevere



despite her unease reveals a strength of character and a willingness to assimilate to her 

new surroundings and immerse herself in the crowd. As she gains her footing in Milton, 

it becomes apparent that while she won’t be able to enjoy the freedom afforded to her at 

Helstone, the anonymity of crowded Milton streets allows her freer rein than the polished 

London that had before been one of her only frames of reference for urban life. Helstone 

allowed her freedom to wander as the parson’s daughter, placing her at a higher position 

than a significant portion of the parish. This ranking allowed Margaret to set her own 

rules, so that if she wanted to wander in her forest alone she could. In London, a city 

boasting a long-established worldly reputation, one is tied to the strict script set up and 

maintained by those in high society of which Margaret was only by association to her 

wealthier relations; yet because of that tie she found herself still beholden to this script. 

Margaret reflects on this at the beginning of the novel after her return to Helstone: “Oh! 

How tired I used to be of the drives every day in Aunt Shaw’s carriage, and how I longed 

to walk!” (Gaskell 19). By comparison Milton is a new city, ripe with the opportunity for 

its people to change the script that ties Londoners. This sort of environment then is 

perfect for the cultivation offlanerie, in a place where no rules have yet to be strictly set 

by its inhabitants so that it may make itself part of the fabric of Milton life.

Margaret is quick to seize this opportunity and adapts to the hustle and bustle of 

Milton to nourish her independent nature though she is still the outsider Coverley 

describes. She converses with the factory girls who ask about her clothes, “once or twice 

she was asked questions relative to some article which they particularly admired” 

(Gaskell 66). The factory girls’ interest in Margaret stems from the fact that Margaret’s 

clothes are different from the usual dress seen on Milton girls. Margaret even “fired up



against the workmen, who commented not on her dress, but on her looks” (Gaskell 66), 

which some might argue proves she cannot be a flaneuse. If to be one is to be isolated 

from the majority, who better than a woman constantly underestimated and judged only 

by her looks? Margaret further proves herself an ‘other’ by engaging and ‘firing back’ 

against the cat calls where her contemporaries would Drobably Dretend not to hear. These 

sorts of behaviors would have shocked her London family and acquaintances back into 

their carriages so as to avoid anyone making a connection between them and Margaret. 

Experiencing life in the crowd in Milton changes the way in which Margaret views 

herself and others. These interactions prove that Margaret is not the demure damsel that 

she and Victorian society would have the reader believe. She is full of spirit, not one to 

be underestimated by those that would place her in a neat box.

Though she bursts into tears like a proper Victorian lady at her mother’s terminal 

diagnosis, Margaret quicklv finds comfort in taking a walk to clear her head instead of 

continuing to sit in silent grief as would be more becoming to her station. Though she 

leaves unwillingly at the behest of Dixon, her mother’s servant and confidant, it turns out 

to be just the thing after the uncharacteristic display of emotion. The way in which she 

takes her steps, first heavily, then lighter the further down she goes allows her to come 

out of her melancholy to truly look at the life teeming on the streets of Milton, placing 

her further into the role of a ‘traditional’ urban flaneuse '“She began to take notice, 

instead of having her thoughts turned so exclusively inward” (Gaskell 121). This change 

in thought process, from the inner mental world to the outer physical one, can be seen as 

an attempt by Margaret to avoid confronting the reality of her mother’s illness. But by 

focusing on what is happening on the streets she begins to weave together a narrative



bom from truly observing the physicality of city and its inhabitants for the first time. Not 

that Margaret hadn’t been aware of the city before, but in the way one sees without 

actually paying attention because she’s so embroiled in her inner world. The phrase ‘to 

take notice’ indicates a more active observation rather than passive. The girls she sees are 

‘boisterous’ in their independence, reveling in it loudly; men are sauntering while a 

“discreditable minority” of them are smoking and ill-looking (Gaskell 121). Margaret 

begins to see them as more than just obstacles in her path to her errand, more than just 

their occupation. The addition of these descriptors creates more dimension in the factory 

girls than was offered in Margaret’s initial observations of Milton’s streets and by doing 

so marks a shift in Margaret’s own internal world. By taking the time to observe the 

people of Milton she humanizes them in her eyes, attributing descriptions such as 

‘boisterous’ and ‘sauntering’ that she had not when faced with them earlier, when she 

thought of them as nothing more than “shoppy people”. It is the sight of these ‘ill- 

looking’ men outside a gin shop that alters her progress, instead sending her towards 

Bessy Higgins, a sickly factory girl she had previously bef ended, instead of continuing 

blindly on her way and potentially putting herself into a dangerous situation.

Subversion and the Flaneuse

It is with this realization that Margaret ends her moment of ‘free’ flanerie, and 

once again assigns justification to her walk. Since her arrival in Milton and even before, 

Margaret has taken it upon herself to be more involved in the running of her family, 

including running the errands more traditionally suited to a serving girl or even her father 

when they were first looking for a house in Milton. Unlike London, Milton is new to its 

role as a city, meaning that it is ripe with the opportunity to subvert and change the social

)



customs that dictate behavior. Without that opportunity Margaret runs the risk of being 

more restricted than ever to the confines of the house, suggesting that while Margaret 

may not be what is expected of a traditional flaneuse as defined by the flaneur, free to 

roam about, she displays nevertheless the beginnings of one. Perhaps then a more 

accurate description of the type offlaneuse Margaret embodies is that of a subversive 

flaneuse, one who is laying the groundwork so that future flaneuses can develop and 

thrive in this new world created by the Industrial Revolution. Such actions are part and 

parcel for the flaneur, and Frederic Gros explores this idea in his A Philosophy o f  

Walking. “Subversion,” as he writes, “is not a matter of opposing but of evading, 

deflecting, altering with exaggeration, accepting blandly, and moving rapidly on” (Gros 

178). This is the type of subversion that Margaret engages in when she goes out into 

Milton. Knowing what she does of the rules that would restrict her in London, she is 

careful to find reasonable, seemingly selfless and admirable reasons to continue her love 

of walking in Milton. From their arrival in Milton, Dixon has tried to hire a house servant 

to assist her in the running of the household, an activity Margaret takes little interest in 

other than for show. Had she been serious about finding someone to fill the role there is 

no doubt she has ability to do so, having already proved that she is more than adept at 

taking care of the family’s business when she guides her wayward father in the renting of 

their home in Milton. That she doesn’t show the same initiative in finding a new house 

servant is telling: if such a person were to enter the household then Margaret would once 

again be relegated solely to the role of young lady that she had encompassed in London, 

trapped indoors until such a time as some opportunity arose that she could leave. By 

avoiding hiring a new servant, Margaret can continue to walk through the streets of



Milton at her will under the guise of running some errand for the family. It is also helpful 

for Margaret that due to the financial situation the Hale family finds itself in they must 

walk to their destinations rather than hire a carriage as a matter of economy. Older, 

higher class ladies like Mrs. Thornton may judge with the eye of society a young lady 

taking such liberties, but it is the kind of change that if seen frequently, eventually 

becomes normalized. By the time Margaret’s generation finds itself in the role of 

deciding what is acceptable and what is not, actions like the ones Margaret has subtly 

taken will allow for more freedom among the women in urban settings. So, the flaneuse 

begins the careful work of rewriting her society to allow for her wanderings.

Until such a time however, Margaret must tread lightly as she skirts the line 

between flaneuse and fallen woman among the inhabitants of Milton. As she surfaces 

from her moment of active flanerie she is quick to assign purpose to her outing, realizing 

as she encounters the gin shop how close she is to potentially crossing that line, deciding 

that a visit to the Higgins’ house would legitimize her wandering, “It would not be so 

refreshing as a quiet country walk, but still it would perhaps be doing the kinder thing.” 

(Gaskell 121). The shift from the narratorial voice to Margaret’s consciousness, the free 

indirect discourse, gives the reader a brief glimpse into Margaret’s thoughts and the 

inferiority she has constructed as she is moving through the streets and how her active, 

conscious moment offlanerie affected both. There is clear disappointment in not being 

able, or willing for safety’s sake, to continue to the outskirts of the city to walk amongst 

the nature, which also speaks to the effect that the male gaze has on the flaneuse so that 

she must be aware even in her “idle reveling”. The “but still” and “perhaps” in the latter 

half of the sentence articulates the resignation and consolation to herself at having to



change her original plans, as spur of the moment as the whole of it was. Margaret heads 

to the Higgins house, reigning in her inner flaneuse so that she might have the 

opportunity to indulge in such moments again.

Walking with Purpose, or Lack Thereof

This type of intentionally subversive flanerie is a work-in-progress within the 

interiority of a flaneuse already accustomed to giving way to society’s expectations.

When her mother takes a turn for the worse, Margaret is dispatched to Marlborough Mills 

to ask owners and residents, the Thorntons, for the lending of a water-bed: “Margaret 

went along, without noticing anything very different...she was absorbed in her thoughts,

.. .But, by and by, she was struck with an unusual heaving among the mass of people in 

the crowded road.” Once again Margaret takes to the streets of Milton in service of her 

family, but this time she fails to initially take in the city as a flaneuse would until the 

oddity of what is happening becomes too much for her consciousness to ignore (Gaskell 

156). Margaret is so consumed by the worries whirling around in her head that she fails 

to notice her surroundings, so focused is she on her reasons for being out in the first 

place. Even as she winds her way through the streets “she was less quick of observation 

than she might have been” (Gaskell 156). The image of the world that she has constructed 

for herself from her experiences has never been challenged, and it is this naive faith that 

things will continue as they have always been that becomes challenged by the events at 

Marlborough Mills. The single-mindedness of Margaret’s actions during this walk, 

though stemming from a place of good intentions, reveals the thoughtlessness of the 

danger that she puts herself in because she fails to consider the exterior world in favor for 

her interior one. Had she been more observant, more of the flaneuse she had been



previously, Margaret could have taken more caution in making her way to Marlborough 

Street, knowing at this point in the novel about the looming threat of a strike among the 

workers. Doing so would have kept her abreast of the situation and potentially kept her 

from foolishly goading Mr. Thornton into facing the angry crowd only to repent her 

actions and end up injured trying to rectify them.

That the exterior world fails to match up to Margaret’s carefully constructed 

interiority horrifies her as she watches Mr. Thornton engage with the strikers, and yet she 

still charges into the fray thinking herself a knight to save the helpless from themselves 

only to fall the damsel after all, or as Sue Zemka describes “the beautiful young woman, 

whose presence has both irritated and ended the crisis immediately at hand” (Zemka 

811). While Margaret is not wholly right in that her role as woman would stop the strike, 

it is only when she is felled like some chivalric knight that the danger vanquished. When 

she wakes, Margaret is taken home in a carriage, yet as much for herself as to spare her 

parents’ worry, she disembarks before reaching her door to walk the rest of the way. She 

enters her home shaken by the events, and more so because exterior life would now be 

different for her than it had been previously, but she resolves not to let it get the best of 

her. Instead she chooses to internalize the experience, analyze it, and from it understands 

that, while she was foolish in her initial reasoning, it is not necessary to rely on her role 

as a woman to effect change. She still brought about the outcome she had hoped for, an 

end to the demonstration, but is wise enough to allow the experience to change her inner 

preconceptions so that she continues to grow as an active citizen of Milton rather than 

remain the passive lady. This new inner strength aids her when rejecting Mr. Thornton’s 

proposal, having decided the night before that she would “Let them insult [her] maiden



pride as they will- [she will] walk pure before God!”, once again highlighting the act of 

walking as something to derive strength from when one goes against what is expected 

(Gaskell 173).

In the Eyes of the 21st Century

Perhaps to best show how apparent walks and flanerie are in informing and 

shaping Margaret’s character, even in the 21st century, it would be worth discussing the 

BBC adaptation released in 2004 starring Daniela Denby-Ashe as Margaret. While it 

does diverge from the novel in certain aspects, such as Margaret’s first meeting with Mr. 

Thornton, it remains faithful to the portrayal of Margaret as a walker. The audience gets 

to see her walk about Helstone with Mr. Lennox and later on her own in Milton. The 

scene in episode one where she gets caught up in the wave of workers on their break 

show a flaneuse who is out of sorts in the fledgling city but quickly making her way as 

she begins to walk in parks that surround it, creating in Milton a halfway point for 

Margaret of London and Helstone.

Episode two of the BBC series begins to give the audience a glimpse of the social 

prejudices that Margaret faces in her street walking. Margaret has gone to Marlborough 

Mills to ask the name of a physician from Mrs. Thornton who looks at her unimpressed, 

saying it is odd that she walked all the way there herself instead of sending someone. It 

causes Margaret to pause, ukely since she is not used to having the freedoms she takes 

questioned since she went about as she pleased in Helstone. She quickly recovers and 

says it is because she did not want to cause her father undo worry by suddenly sending 

someone to fetch the name of a doctor. While this does not happen in the novel, it does 

demonstrate that even almost one hundred and fifty years later, Margaret’s work-around



on societal customs is still recognized as an important part of her character. Furthermore, 

the series takes pains to allow the audience the same degree of insight into Margaret’s 

interiority that the novel does. In the place of free indirect discourse in the novel, the 

same effect is given through voiceovers when Margaret is writing to her cousin Edith,

We are led to assume that Edith is a character that Margaret is most truthful with, having 

grown up with her, and only parted through Edith’s marriage. In these letters Margaret 

gives over to the thoughts she cannot share with the other inhabitants of Milton and as 

Edith is rarely shown reacting to the letters, it is easy to imagine instead that the letters 

serve more as a vehicle to allow the audience into Margaret’s mind.

Margaret Hale is not a character who easily puts her emotions on display. She is 

the bedrock of her family, anchoring he parents when they are lost, restoring order in the 

house when Dixon takes liberties with her, and providing for her lost brother through her 

parents. However, as her walks reveal, there is more to Margaret than what Gaskell 

presents at the surface of the novel. The nuances in the way that Margaret thinks and acts 

during her acts of subversive flanerie, regardless of physical location, are demonstrative 

of a more complex interior life that is affected by the ways in which she interacts with 

Milton and vice versa. The word choices when reading from her perspective show a 

fiercely independent young lady who is still figuring out what and how to be just that in 

the world she inhabits.



Chapter Two

The Write Path: Jo March's Performance as Transformative Flaneuse in

Little Women

Little Women was written by Louisa May Alcott in 1868, following the lives of 

the March sisters: Meg, Jo, Beth, and Amy. The novel opens on Christmas Eve in an 

America that is in the midst of its Civil War and follows them as they grow up, fall in 

love, and start their families. Widely popular upon publication, it has remained a beloved 

classic in the years since. Little Women provides young girls with a variety of role 

models: Meg is responsible with a weakness for pretty things; Jo is a writer and a tomboy 

with lofty dreams; Beth is shy, preferring to stay home, and Amy is an artist with 

aspirations of greatness. Of the four, Jo and Amy best suit the definition of a flaneuse, 

and in Laurie, their handsome and rich neighbor, the reader finds the contrasting flaneur. 

However, in Jo the reader not only finds a flaneuse willing to stroll and observe, but a 

flaneuse who takes these experiences to build story from. She adapts her observations to 

suit her needs, transforming them and herself in order to navigate through her world.

Performance and the flaneuse

Lauren Elkins states that “ .. .women of the middle and lower classes did have 

many reasons to be in the street, going out to play or to work.. and so accurately 

describes the circumstances that surround Jo March (Elkins 14). Jo is constantly on the 

move, whether in her home or outside of it. She walks to work in the home of her great- 

aunt, out on adventures with Laurie and her sisters, and even about the room in 

discussion with a seated audience. Rebecca Solnit at one point in her book describes



women walking “as performance rather than transport with the implication that women 

walk not to see but to be seen”, and while she means it in regard to a male audience, there 

is no denying the level of performativity that follows Jo’s behaviors no matter the gaze 

that is on her. For the first half of the novel the gaze on Jo is mainly a sisterly one, with 

other outside viewers occasionally inserting themselves. No matter the audience, 

however, Jo goes to great lengths to make sure that she is seen just as much as she is 

heard, with physical gestures to match her words, in an attempt to make up for the keen 

awareness she has of how unheard a woman’s voice can be. In the scene where the sisters 

are discussing their upcoming Christmas, Jo is “marching up and down with her hands 

behind her back” as to echo her earlier declaration of being “the man of the family now 

papa is away” and adding further credence to Beth’s earlier statement of Jo’s “playing 

brother to us girls” (Alcott 14, 13). Jo’s performativity is what allows for her acts of 

flanerie in the novel, how she is able to bend the rules of society to take advantage of a 

freedom not usually afforded to women because of those expectations. Performance is 

transformative for Jo, taking her from seemingly vulnerable to powerful. Her own gaze 

takes on the qualities of a man s and so through her own power she can step between the 

woman’s sphere and the man’s to suit her needs.

This idea of performance and transformation aids in what would otherwise be a 

conflict of societal interests in chapter four. At the start of the novel the reader is told Jo 

is fifteen years old and dreaming of becoming a successful writer to be able to help 

support her family. Until she can make a name for herself, however, Jo works as a 

companion for her elderly Aunt March while her elder sister Meg works as a governess. 

After a particularly rough start to the day, Jo and Meg begin their walk through the cold



winter air to their respective employments. As they go, Meg sulks over the day that 

awaits her, and Jo tries to lift her spirits saying “just wait till I make my fortune, and you 

shall revel in carriages, and ice-cream, and high-heeled slippers” (Alcott 36). This scene 

presents the reader with a dilemma: two young women are walking alone therefore there 

is a threat to their virtue, they are opening themselves to scandal and negative marks to 

their reputations. This is, after all, the threat that looms over Margaret in North and South 

and she is not in so different a station than the March sisters, all of them being daughters 

of men engaged in scholarship and theology, breaks from the church aside. “Public 

visibility and independence were still equated...with sexual disreputability;” writes Solnit 

about the views on women walking in the 19th century, views that Alcott would have 

been aware of as a woman living in that time (Solnit 237). Meg, who is presented as a foil 

to Jo, proper where Jo is boyish, would not think of breaking a social code with such high 

stakes; this much is proven when she threatens not to attend a party if Jo insists on going 

without wearing gloves, because as Carol Hymowitz and Michaele Weissman relate in A 

History o f  Women in America the 19th century American woman “did not have to be rich, 

but they were not supposed to look poor” (Hymowitz, Weissman 68). If Meg is willing to 

let something as small as glove-wearing dictate her actions, why then would she be fine 

going out alone with her sister? This is because Jo has succeeded so much in being able 

to perform in a man’s space where she has not. Jo is both brother and sister as needed, so 

that by being able to negotiate her independence in the public eye she also secures that of 

her sisters, once again likely due to Concord’s smaller size but important, nonetheless. Jo 

proves that independence and flanerie are attainable if one knows how to tweak the social



script. When they part ways, Jo leaves Meg with encouraging words and a pat on the 

shoulder, not unlike a brother might do after escorting his sister to her destination.

Another example of Jo’s transformative performance comes when she decides to 

properly befriend Laurie, stemming from having spent time staring, wondering, thinking 

about how empty the Laurence house looks: “The boy is suffering for society and 

fun.. .His grandpa.. .keeps him shut up all alone.. .I’ve got a mind to go over and tell the 

old gentleman so” (Alcott 44). In this instance, Jo assumes the role of an adventurous 

flaneuse, ready to go venture forth to rescue the prince in distress from his prison, a 

rescue that is eagerly accepted by the shy Laurie and allows Jo as a flaneuse to take in a 

seemingly other world. The ‘rescue’ becomes the vehicle through which Jo can take her 

flanerie into the Laurence house and put together the story of the lives of a grandfather . 

and grandson for a later telling. To call this moment a ‘rescue’ would suit Jo’s “lively 

fancy” and once it has taken place she “imagined herself telling the story at home”, ever 

the flaneuse ready to perform from the fruits of her flanerie (Alcott 44, 49). It is also a 

role reversal that supports a changing view in the roles and lives of women. It is done so 

subtly that it is unlikely many of Alcott’s contemporary readers would have caught the 

switch, having been more likely focused on the budding relationship between the two 

characters. She effectively creates in Laurie a companion in Jo’s adventures into flanerie 

so that at least outwardly Jo no longer has to rely on a more masculine performance in 

order to go about her way. This is where Alcott truly gives Jo a chance to shine as a 

flaneuse by giving Jo the opportunity now to be a flaneuse without the responsibility of 

her sisters to limit her. As an actual man, Laurie provides a shield for Jo from the 

judgmental gazes of society to be the freest version of herself she has been up to this



point in the novel, and this is due to the fact that Laurie remains the submissive partner in 

the relationship. Jo is the one who takes charge in their outings and ultimately has the 

final say; Laurie is happy to be allowed to tag along. The subversion of gender roles in 

this dynamic demonstrates what nineteenth century society would like to overlook. 

Outwardly Jo and Laurie look to be following, performing, the roles that society has laid 

out for them. Laurie the Man is escorting Josephine the Woman around town, making 

sure that she stays out of harm’s way where in actuality Jo the flaneuse is teaching Laurie 

the student how different life can be from what some would try to force them into. 

Women are far more capable and far more visible than society would like to admit. From 

the outset of the novel Jo has shown herself to be an unconventional heroine for her time, 

showing more freedom and initiative than other female characters in the novel; an 

example being her sister Beth who “was too bashful to go to school...she suffered so 

much that it was given up, and she did her lessons at home” (Alcott 38). Where Beth is 

content to spend her life within the walls of her home, Jo thrives in her outer experiences 

and turns them into stories for those around her.

Writing and Flanerie

Returning to the scene in chapter four where Jo and Meg are walking to work, 

some of Jo’s more writerly flaneuse tendencies are revealed. By writerly flaneuse, I refer 

to Jo’s ability to form story from discourse, but more broadly the way in which she takes 

her real-life experiences and perceptions to later write a story in. Her ‘larks and ‘romps’ 

serve double duty as opportunities to take in the world for what it is and enjoy it as well 

as to serve for fodder in her writing. This follows what Edmund White believes is 

Baudelaire’s view of the flaneur “The modem artist who immerses himself in the bath of



the crowd, gathers impressions and jots them down” (White 36). That Jo’s writing and 

stories come from her observations during her flanerie are what make her a writerly 

flaneuse. One may be a writer or storyteller without engaging in flanerie just as one 

might be a flaneuse without being a writer, but for Jo they go nand in hand. In the scene 

from chapter four Jo is able to craft a story in an effort to lift Meg’s spirits from her 

observations. The feelings she interprets in this moment resurface in her writing later in 

life when it is revealed in J o ’s Boys, the final novel about the March family, that Jo 

achieves literary success after writing a book about her and her sisters. Jo paints a picture 

with words, of the future she’ll one day provide for Meg with her pen, “just wait till I 

make my fortune, and you shall revel in carriages, and ice cream, and high-heeled 

slippers, and posies, and red-headed boys to dance with” (Alcott 36). This day dream 

springs forth at this moment from the way that Jo has been observing Meg since they 

were at their house and threading together a story and mini performance as they walk that 

she knew would lift Meg’s spirits. As both a flaneuse and a writer, Jo engages in reading 

story from discourse, meaning that she observes her physical space to put together as 

accurate a possible picture of the scene in her mind. In this moment Jo quickly writes the 

story to suit her audience, and does the job well, Meg letting out a laugh before going on 

about her day in a lighter mood.

Alcott establishes early on in the novel that Jo aspires to become a famous writer. 

Chapter two shows the girls putting on a play penned by Jo, filled with witches, damsels 

in distress, heroes, and romance. The following chapter has her crying over the Heir o f  

Radcliffe, the accompanying footnote citing it as a popular novel of the nineteenth 

century (27n6). That her play resembles popular fiction of the time demonstrates the way



that Jo soaks in the literature that she surrounds herself with and applies it to her own 

writing. The Witch’s Curse, the aforementioned play, is reminiscent of the romances of 

old, ones that Jo reads voraciously within Aunt March’s library where we are told that 

she “devoured poetry, romance, history, travels, and pictures, like a regular bookworm” 

(Alcott 38). Jo even succeeds in getting her prim, elderly aunt to become interested in 

The Vicar o f Wakefield after startling her awake with her laughter. If we are to name this 

young Jo as something more than just a ‘performative’ or ‘transformative’ flaneuse, than 

I would argue that she is also a literary flaneuse. Jo’s early travels in the novel revolve 

more around fictional worlds than the physical ones, and therefore have more of an 

impact upon her internal and external realities.

Perhaps though, there is no reason to create this distinction. There is something 

inherently transformative about taking what one reads on the page and applying it to real 

life. Don Quixote famously does this and is where the term quixotic’ comes from, and 

the ones to whom this adjective is given live in an in-between of reality and fiction. This 

happens in Little Women multiple times, during the Christmas play that the March sisters 

put on for the neighborhood girls, they cease to be Meg, Jo, Beth, and Amy replaced in 

name by the characters of the play. It happens again a few chapters later when the March 

girls cease to be and are replaced instead by the member of the Pickwick Society. In both 

instances the true setting makes a startling reappearance: the set abruptly falls on the 

actors, forcing the reader back into the March house; the Pickwick Paper has offerings 

ranging from the history of a squash to the disappearance of a beloved cat. Yet it doesn’t 

seem accurate to apply to Jo the term ‘quixotic’ When she is required to write, that 

quixotism is present, but it does not govern her physical life the way it does Don Quixote.



The conclusion then would be to consider Jo a quixotic writer as a result of her literary 

flanerie, and in tweaking the traditional applications of the terms ‘quixotic’ and ‘flanerie ’ 

further cement her as a ‘ transformative'flaneuse. She is extending her flanerie and 

quixotism beyond their definitions to create a new category in which she can feel 

comfortable going through the world.

Jo and the City

Having just established Jo’s penchant for reading and then writing romantic 

stories in the first half of the novel, the Jo of the latter half finds herself making strides as 

the urban flaneuse. Here an older Jo embarks on a journey to New York alone for an 

entire season, again out of the norm for society, but for boyish Jo still in character. She 

lives in a co-ed boarding house run by an acquaintance of her mother’s and, though she is 

there as a governess, goes out on walks, attends concerts and lectures. Jo attends a 

masquerade ball at the boarding house on New Year’s Eve and arrives unescorted. These 

are all activities that would entice a flaneur of the traditional sense. In true fashion then, 

Jo collects these experiences and emotions associated with them to write stories that she 

submits to newspapers for publication.

Sometime after her arrival in New York, bolstered by the success of her romantic 

stories among the readership of her local newspaper, Jo finds herself in the offices of 

“The Weekly Volcano” to submit her latest story for publication. Jo looks around the 

office and sees a people much different than the ones she is used to; no one offered to 

take her coat upon entering the office, the cigar smoking editor was unimpressed by her, 

and poor Jo is left to retreat. New York and its people are nothing like those she left



behind in her small New England town, made only more apparent when she returns to the 

office the following week to see the edits made to her story.

“But, sir, I thought every story should have some sort of a moral, so I took care to 

have a few of my sinners repent.”

“People want to be amused, not preached at, you know. Morals don’t sell 

nowadays...make it short and spicy, and nevermind the moral.” (Alcott 274)

Once told the payment being offered, Jo accepts the changes and inquires as to future 

submissions. Where a younger Jo had only the morals of her family and the romance of 

her novels to draw from, this older Jo is quick to adapt her writing to suit her new 

environment. The romances of New England give way to the sensationalist fiction that is 

quickly becoming popular among people in the big cities. Her writing retained the same 

sort of characters as before, but now has a rougher edge to it than before. Instead of the 

romantic and quixotic flaneuse of her youth, Jo s new urban literary jaunts take her to 

“the tragic world that underlies society...[searching] newspapers for accidents, incidents, 

and crimes... introduced herself to folly, sin, and misery” (Alcott 275). While her 

transformative nature remains intact, Alcott assuring the reader that Jo retains her 

characteristic exuberance, New York has a marked effect on this intrepid literary 

flaneuse. Foremost comes the revelation that Jo has not shared her new success with her 

family, from whom she has never hidden anything before. Alcott describes Jo as living in 

bad society through her writing, and it is Professor Bhaer that saves her from it. It is his 

reprimand that turns Jo from the bad influence of the city and back to those literatures 

considered good and wholesome for writing from.



Looking past the prejudices of the time that most likely influenced Alcott’s 

portrayal of it, it is worth noting that Alcott, under a pseudonym, wrote and published her 

own ‘sensational’ stories prior to the publication of Little Women. Madeleine B. Stem in 

her article “Louisa May Alcott and the Boston “Saturday Evening Gazette”” at length 

describes some of the various sensational stories Alcott wrote for the periodical in the 

early stages of her career. Seven alone were written and published in 1856, two of which 

Stem mentions as foreshadowing Little Women: “The Lady and the Woman” and “The 

Sisters’ Trial” (Stem 72-73). The very first story she sold to the Gazette was called “The 

Rival Prima Donnas” wherein two prima donnas are in love with and betrayed by the 

same man, a story Stem describes as “one of deception... and revenge” (Stem 69). These 

are likely the type of stories one could imagine Jo writing in her room in New York after 

scouring her newspaper for “the tragic world that underlies society” (Alcott 275). 

Therefore, it seems hypocritical that she would condemn her heroine for doing the same 

and setting her up to need saving. What if then there was a subtler message behind Jo’s 

foray into economic independence — to set her up for saving as the route to show young 

girls that it was possible for them to make their own money and thrive in an urban 

environment? Prior to the preaching against bad society and Bhaer’s white knighting, Jo 

is living happily in New York. Not only is she making money from her writing, she is 

attending lectures, balls, and the opera while still walking through the city with her 

students. To take a page from Margaret Hale, Jo is subverting the social ideas and 

customs that society would have her believe and follow. She is living the best life she has 

dreamed of in New York, and the subsequent distaste for it is only a literary device used 

by Alcott to ensure that she would not receive backlash from the moral families of her



young readers. After all, Little Women was originally published in two parts, the second 

part containing the trip to New York, titled Good Wives, being written and published 

following the success of Little Women.

To quickly return to the matter offlanerie and Jo’s role as a flaneuse in New 

York, an argument could be made that to work for pay defeats the purpose of a life of 

leisure. However, Jo, as has been discussed, engages in a different type offlanerie that 

follows her to the city. Not only was it stated earlier that to be an artist is to engage in 

flanerie, but to take what you see and experience to create something new is essential as 

well. This transformative aspect is what continues to place Jo in the role offlaneuse. Jo 

writes sensational, thrilling stories that fit in the landscape of urban life just as she wrote 

moral, romantic ones to suit her audience back home. The city is regarded as a dangerous 

but tempting mystery and Jo dutifully represents it in her stories. She is in a new place 

and world vastly different from the natural and romantic landscapes found by the flaneurs 

of country Europe, but in keeping with those of the urban Europe. Jo’s New York is gritty 

just as Margaret’s Milton or Eponine’s Paris in Les Miserables, no place for a young lady 

and yet there is Jo bravely walking through as her literary contemporaries are.

Growing up and Moving Forward

Jo is not the only March sister to engage in flanerie. Amy and Laurie are on a tour 

of Europe being flaneurs of the ‘truest’ definition who partake in “ .. .undirected ambling, 

since a specific goal or close rationing of time is antithetical to the true spirit of the 

flaneur” (White 39). They idle their days away in walking through cities, attending teas 

and parties, taking everything in as it comes. Neither has to worry over finances as Laurie 

is rich and Amy is being funded by wealthy Aunt March, though after a time Amy tires of



such an aimless life and scolds Laurie for continuing to revel in it. Alcott illustrates for 

her readers two different appearances a flaneuse might take in Jo and Amy. Jo is a new 

kind offlaneuse, observing the places and people around her to create a fluid story. She is 

not afraid to mingle in the crowd and explore new, unique places. She lives by a curious 

amalgamation of her own truth and that which society would have her conform to. She 

does settle down and have a family, but it is in her time and on her terms. She doesn’t 

marry the handsome and wealthy yo\mgflaneur as many, including a passionate 

readership, thought she should have. Instead she chooses an older and poorer philosopher 

and charges full steam ahead into her life with no regrets. A flaneuse to the end, Jo aids in 

paving the way for other female characters to follow.

Jo makes one last trip in the novel, and it is this one more than any other that 

causes a permanent shift in behavior and personality. She and Beth take a trip to the 

seaside in the hopes that it will help Beth’s health. Alcott describes without detail the 

silent conversations and knowledge exchanged between the sisters as they walk along the 

shore, leaving the reader to their own moment of literary flanerie. From the context the 

reader is left to form their own idea of what those conversations entailed, ultimately that 

Jo is now able to truly see how frail Beth has become, correctly deducing that it won’t be 

long before Beth dies. With her sister’s death a few chapters later, Jo leaves behind most 

her flaneuse tendencies to become the daughter and woman society dictates she should 

be. She does eventually settle down and marry, but she remains the same Jo though with 

different goals. She no longer pines for the ‘castles in the air’ or the constant flaneuse-ing 

she imagined for herself in her youth; instead she has concentrated her energies on 

building a school that will foster the same love of ‘romps’ and ‘larks’ so elemental in



flanerie. It would be more accurate to say then that she adjusts her actions to suit her age 

and new station as wife and mother, and in doing so gains a new type of freedom. The 

matron has more freedom of movement because the gaze of society renders her invisible 

once she has fulfilled the role it set for her in yet another moment of transformation. This 

idea will be further explored as it pertains to Clarissa in Mrs. Dalloway in the following 

chapter.



Chapter Three

Matron in the City: The Society Wife and Clarissa in Mrs. Dalloway

Mrs. Dalloway was written by Virginia Woolf and published in 1925 in an era 

that saw young women beginning to break free of the ideals held by the previous 

generations, only aided by the disaster of World War One. The eponymous heroine, 

however, is not one of them; she belongs to the latter group, wrapped up in tradition 

however much she might dislike it. This lack of courage haunts Clarissa, who spends the 

novel wondering how different her life might have been if  her choices had been different. 

Her outward appearance is all that of a contented high society wife, but the reader is 

given glimpses into an interior that feels much differently. As Clarissa walks through the 

streets of London she remembers her friend Peter Walsh saying that “She would marry a 

Prime Minister and stand at the top of a staircase; the perfect hostess he called her (she 

had cried over it in her bedroom)...” (Woolf 169). This passage is an interesting one, 

because in it the reader is given a glimpse into the inner workings of Clarissa’s mind. 

Each thought or memory is interrupted by the voice of another Clarissa, conversing with 

herself and exposing the facet of herself that desires to be heard. The parentheticals that 

litter the narrative during this walk are those of a flaneuse as she goes through two 

different inner experiences in response to her familiar environment. Unlike Margaret 

Hale and Jo March, Clarissa is able to traverse through the city streets without the 

scrutinization that either of the former heroines would face. Where Margaret and Jo must 

work around the expectations forced onto them by their age and gender in an urban 

environment, Clarissa is no longer beholden to them. She has already met those societal



expectations and entered the role of matron. As such the gaze of society now moves over 

her, allowing her to move with the ease not afforded to a younger flaneuse.

The novel opens with Clarissa feeling compelled by the ‘freshness’ of the 

morning to look back on a similar one from her youth, which then recalls a series of 

people and events that begin to weave in and out of this dual consciousness. Clarissa is at 

once present in her physical environment while still lost in her own interiority, not unlike 

Margaret in the scene preceeding the strike’s arrival at Marlborough Mills. This is best 

described by Rebecca Solnit in her book Wanderlust: A History o f  Walking, “There is a 

subtle state most dedicated urban walkers know, a sort of basking in 

solitude.. .punctuated with encounters...” (Solnit 186). The type of encounter is implied 

to be between people, but the argument can be made that it includes encounters with the 

inner self as much as with an acquaintance. Be it through a realization of a personal 

shortcoming or from a memory provoked by the person, the flaneuse finds herself 

encountering a dialogue at play between the inner and outer self. Clarissa has just such an 

experience when she comes across ner old friend Hugh Whitbread. She goes through the 

usual niceties but betrays herself when all the while she thinks of how out of place her hat 

is “ .. .Not the right hat for the early morning.. .she always felt a little skimpy beside 

Hugh...” (Woolf 168). These exterior vanities are at odds with the pensive interiority, 

found most easily with the interjections of the parenthesis into the narration. Society 

Clarissa is concerned that she has chosen the wrong hat upon meeting the well-dressed 

Hugh, but Inner Clarissa interrupts that narrative in the parenthesis with her critique of 

him being too well-dressed. This interjection gives the reader a glimpse into Clarissa’s 

inner self, one that resents having to worry about the suitability of her own appearance at



every moment where a man might go about looking as he pleases. What becomes 

interesting is that even when revealing her innermost thoughts within that parenthesis, the 

language of society still checks them as if by force of habit. Immediately following the 

critique, Clarissa’s outward consciousness provides a reason for Hugh’s state of dress as 

a check against these rogue thoughts. In examining this scene Jennifer Poulos Nesbitt 

states in her article “The Act of Passing By: Walking, the City Novel, and Its Subjects” 

that “Clarissa still feels as if she is on trial, despite the general approval of her sartorial 

propriety... [because Hugh] has the force of culture behind him” (Nesbitt 33). Even 

within her own interiority the outer world compels her to comply. If we are to consider 

Society Clarissa, this adherer of societal custom, as the narrator then what does it mean 

for the reader when Inner Clarissa interrupts that narrative? What does it mean for 

Clarissa as a flaneuse? If the role of a flaneuse is to observe the movements of a city and 

its society then it is up to the flaneuse to internalize it to form the narrative of that city as 

it appears to them. Society Clarissa then is what the city requires of Clarissa in order to 

walk through it, the passport that allows her to wander and allows for Inner Clarissa to 

grow.

Memory and the Flaneuse

The blending of Clarissa’s narratorial voice with that of Inner Clarissa’s, 

moments that can be interpreted then as free indirect discourse, continues throughout the 

novel as Clarissa proceeds to get everything in order for her party that day. It is through 

these acts of free indirect discourse that Clarissa’s thoughts about death, aging, and 

memory are engaged in conversation with the city that she lives in. Clarissa engages in 

unknowable wonderings, a flaneuse so embroiled in her interiority and large



philosophical questions, that it creates a stark juxtaposition when the reader is reminded 

of what her original goal was when setting out into the city: to buy flowers for her party. 

It becomes even more apparent when one is also made aware that it is Clarissa herself 

that enacts the juxtaposition. It is a kind of code-switching that Clarissa continually 

participates in, between the language of High Society and the language of her Self. When 

it seems as though her thoughts have wandered into a territory unsuitable for a lady of her 

station, her consciousness pings and makes the switch. The Dassage in which she recalls 

her friendship with her ex-suitor Peter Walsh is a prime example. He is “her dear Peter” 

and though she initially describes him negatively, it ends in him being “adorable to walk 

with on a morning like this” (Woolf 168). Here the parenthesis once again interrupts 

Clarissa’s narration to draw attention to the park she has just entered. However, in this 

case the identity of the speaker has switched; Inner Clarissa had the reins of the narrative 

and this time it was Society Clarissa to interrupt and refocus it to a tone more fitting of a 

society wife. Inner Clarissa was beginning to reveal more than what would be considered 

appropriate for her station so that when the passage in parentheses ends the narration is 

back to a stream of consciousness punctuated only with the small memories some sight 

stirs up. As a result, the reader is constantly left wondering which the true Clarissa is, the 

flaneuse that strolls through the city with her memories or the society wife engaged in the 

societal dance. It is a question that Clarissa struggles to answer for herself.

Continuing with her thoughts about Peter, she is at once firm in her belief that to 

marry Peter Walsh would have been to the destruction of both. The memory of his 

rejected proposal comes forth as she walks through St. James’s Park, and she continues to 

believe that to marry him would have been to give up the independence, so important in a



flaneuse. Yet she is also reminded of the anger she felt at learning that he had married 

someone else in India and was happy. Someone that she felt to be inferior to herself 

because Peter still did not accomplish all that he had wished to in his life. In her anger 

though, she acknowledges that she has, what she feels, no basis on which to judge anyone 

on an academic level. That her gift lies in the instinctual rather than in books or, in light 

of the flaneuse, what she can observe. All this to say:

Did it matter then... that she must inevitably cease completely; all this must go 

on without her; did she resent it; or did it not become .. .that somehow in the 

streets of London, on the ebb and flow of things, here, there, she survived, Peter 

survived, lived in each other, she being part... of the trees at home; of the house 

there.. .part of people she had never met; being laid out like a mist between the 

people she knew best, who lifted her on their branches as she had seen the trees 

lift the mist, but it spread ever so far, her life, herself. (Woolf 170-171)

This flaneuse has seen the worst of life, one that has seen the world turned upside down 

by war. That she was not on the front lines of battle does not mean that she was oblivious 

to its effects on the domestic front. The futility of societal constructs seems all the more 

apparent when it is clear that death and loss are so clearly inevitable for all. Clarissa feels 

her mortality keenly, all the more so because she has now passed into middle age. What 

does her life of luxury and strict societal guidelines amount to if she does not feel the 

happiness Peter does with his Indian wife? If London will continue to be when she can no 

longer walk down Bond Street for her flowers? What she comes to, as she continues 

down the street looking at it, watching the traffic, is that cities continue because of the 

people that walk through them. Shops, streets, parks, etc continue because people like



herself, the people she passes by, continue though the individual eventually disappears. 

The continuity of a people is what ensures memory of a community, of a place and 

culture all their own. All of that is carried on by their descendants though the meeting 

place may be changed to suit the generation, as is exemplified by Clarissa and her 

daughter Elizabeth. Though she may wish to partake in the new ideas of the age, Clarissa 

is aware of the place society has marked for her. Though Inner Clarissa has long held 

dear these thoughts of independence that are becoming acceptable for young women of 

her station, Society Clarissa knows that this present time is not for her but for young 

women like Elizabeth.

In struggling with this duality Clarissa becomes increasingly focused on the role 

that memory plays in answering these questions. The past continues to engage with her 

present in such a way as to provide answers for some things - the role of women in 

society and the passage of time in relation to it for example -  yet questioning these 

answers by the progress marked by the city. London has become more welcoming for a 

flaneuse than it had been in her girlhood as a result of the Great War. The male gaze lost 

its power over the city streets “because men's bodies.. .were missing.. .leaving a vacuum 

for women’s presence” and young women were able to walk them with a freedom 

unknown to them before (Nesbitt 29). As shown through Elizabeth’s solitary escapade 

through London, the end of the war did not mean a return to subversive tactics of the 

19th-century flaneuse. The young post-war flaneuse is free to take in the London streets 

on foot as Margaret Hale had longed to. Though Clarissa will never be able to experience 

the city with the new freedom her daughter might, her capacity as Mrs. Dalloway allows 

her a different sort of key to the city.



The Matron in the City

Jo March was given a new freedom upon marrying and becoming a mother at the 

end of Little Women as a reward for falling in line with society’s expectations. How 

rewarding it is depends on the reader, as Jo takes on a secondary role in the following 

novels about the March family which instead give center stage to the new generation.

Mrs. Dalloway on the other hand provides the reader with a more intimate portrait of the 

matron character, and in this instance one who has been in the role for a significant 

amount of time. Clarissa has had the time to mold herself into the role expected of her so 

that when the reader encounters her there is life experience to provide credibility to her 

character. She has learned to navigate the world as this matronly figure and what it means 

for her as a woman, “She felt very young; at the same time unspeakably aged. She sliced 

like a knife through everything; at the same time was outside looking on. She had a 

perpetual sense.. .of being out, out, far out to sea and alone;” (Woolf 170). The 

independence longed for in a flaneuse comes at a price for a woman of Clarissa’s 

standing, there is no true enjoyment in her youth where freedom is denied her and there is 

no companionship for her as a matron. One comes at the price of the other. As a young 

woman she had her suitors and friends to amble about with; now older, they are all 

beholden either to their spouse and/or to those people society dictates they must associate 

with instead of whom they would like to. Clarissa accepts this, at least outwardly, and so 

enjoys her solitary walk through London stopping only for the short pleasantries allowed 

her.

As a flaneuse, Clarissa can be called neither an artist nor an aimless wanderer. 

Like Jo, she has a clear and set purpose for her ventures into the city and like Margaret



walks through it unchaperoned. Unlike either heroine however, Clarissa is not on her way 

to work, she is not working or middle class, she has not been made the head of her 

household, and she is most certainly not going to meet friends to go play. How then, is a 

woman of Mrs. Clarissa Dalloway’s standing able to walk alone to buy flowers? 

Wouldn’t a large city like London seem too harrowing a place for upper-class Mrs. 

Dalloway to be walking in alone? The answer comes with an ageist view because 

according to Solnit: “safety and propriety were no longer considerations for a no-longer- 

young woman” meaning that at fifty-two-year-old and long married Clarissa does not 

have the threat of lost virtue looming over her every step (Solnit 187). She can, at least in 

the theoretical eyes of her peers, wander through the streets freely if the places she visits 

are in line with what is expected of her. She is invisible now to the male gaze that would 

have otherwise preyea upon her; as Deborah Epstein Nord puts it “Clarissa Dalloway 

escapes objectification on the city streets by virtue of her age... her aging skin disguises 

her to the point of invisibility” (Nord 247). There is nothing for her to lose except the 

respect that comes with her socio-economic status, and this is easily guarded by ensuring 

that the places she goes are just as societally acceptable. A flower shop is an innocent 

place, full of beauty, that Clarissa, or any other high-standing, middle-aged flaneuse, 

might wander into without repercussions. There she can expect to let her busy mind rest 

and loiter in the colors and fragrances the flowers offer without breaking her social 

contract. At all moments Clarissa is aware of the rules she must play by, to be the ‘perfect 

hostess’ as Peter predicted she’d be years before, and the memory of it irks her in the 

present as it did in the past. This is perhaps why her frustrations with her daughter 

Elizabeth are so pronounced in her mind -  Elizabeth has the ability to defy her place in a



way that Clarissa never did. Part jealousy, part worry, Clarissa has no choice but to watch 

Elizabeth become a new kind of flaneuse, one who is not beholden to the traditions of the 

past.

The Old is New Again

This is a sentiment that is also felt by Elizabeth’s teacher and friend Miss Kilman. 

She tells Elizabeth “Law, medicine, politics, all professions are open to women of your 

generation,” (Woolf 282). Elizabeth has before her a myriad of opportunities that Clarissa 

and Miss Kilman did not as an effect of the upheaval caused by the Great War. She is 

noticed by the citizens of London in a way that Clarissa and Miss Kilman no longer are 

because of her youthful beauty. She is aware of it but unconcerned, and in a switch on 

traditional flanerie boards a bus to explore the city rather than walk through it. She gets 

off her bus in a less prominent area of London and walks through it, contemplating what 

she may want out of life. She observes the people around her, drawing inspiration from 

their movements in trying to map out the direction of her life. Ultimately though, she 

decides that “ ...she was, of course, rather lazy. And it was much better to say nothing 

about it. It was the sort of thing that did sometimes happen, when one was alone.. .an 

impulse.. .and then down again it went to the sandy floor.” (Woolf 288). Unlike her 

mother or Miss Kilman, Elizabeth feels no need for something other than what life has 

handed her already. She is happy to entertain the possibilities of what might be as she 

comes across them in her walks through the city but there is no urgency in her for 

something more. However, she does get a thrill from walking through the Strand during 

her London exploration because ‘. . .no Dalloways came down the Strand.. .she was a 

pioneer, a stray, venturing, trusting.” (Woolf 288). Perhaps then she is not the flaneuse



her mother longs to be, but she is a flaneuse fit for her time. Where her mother was 

limited in her flanerie Elizabeth is not; she can go about the city with a freedom Clarissa 

did not have as a young woman, so Elizabeth has no need to long for a different life or 

independence -  she already has it. Elizabeth is free to be a flaneuse with the 

independence that the male flaneur had been enjoying for years without having to 

sacrifice social standing for it.

The recycling of the old as new comes with its similarities and changes. The 

flaneuse faces obstacles the higher up on the social ladder she is and the farther back in 

time one looks. There are more social constraints than a lower class flaneuse would have 

to contend with given that there are more eyes to scrutinize their every move, but on the 

other hand they have the wealth and time to indulge in it. Clarissa’s only escape was in 

cultivating her interiority to counter the Society Clarissa she is forced to present. Even 

aging so that society no longer cared to closely monitor her actions is no true escape as 

she must still contend with the duality she has lived with. The new kind offlanerie 

available to the following generation is the old, one that now has room for women and 

men in the same space for a new generation. The price of it came at the hands of war but 

from it a new urban landscape is free to develop. Of course, like in all things, it does not 

extend to everyone. Both genders may now be free to walk through the city, but that does 

not mean to say that all people may. What does it mean then for the flaneuse if she is 

physically and societally constrained, relying only on a carefully constructed interiority 

to transport her from place to place? Clarissa constantly shifts her focus between the past 

and present, and when in the present recedes into herself until prompted by an external 

force to follow an established dialogue. However, she is still physically able to move



around as she pleases from place to place. If the flaneuse is so captured, how must she 

proceed and how does that affect her internal life?

44



Chapter Four

Racing through the Past: Antoinette Cosway and the Politics of Flanerie in Wide

Sargasso Sea

The final flaneuse discussed in this thesis comes from Jean Rhys’ novel Wide 

Sargasso Sea, an imagined prequel to Charlotte Bronte’s Jane Eyre that creates an origin 

for Rochester’s first wife, Bertha. Antoinette Cosway is the daughter of ex-plantation 

owners on the island of Jamaica in the Caribbean on the Coulibri Estate with her mother, 

brother, and a few servants, chief among them Christophine. Antoinette finds comfort in 

the wild nature of the island but is reminded time and again that she does not belong there 

both by the colored community1 on the island and the English one. While still in Jamaica, 

Antoinette is faced with the scorn of well-to-do English ladies in town and the hatred of 

the ex-slaves that still live around her family’s estate. The one friend she has, Tia, turns 

her back on Antoinette when she finally understands the differences that separate them 

due to the politics of colonization. As a white Creole Antoinette is both visible and 

invisible, an ‘other’ among others no matter where she goes. She is not considered white 

enough to associate with the English women in town, but neither can she find 

companionship among the ex-slaves on the island who hold a deservedly strong 

resentment toward the white Creoles that had them enslaved for so long. This constant 

othering begins to have a psychological toll on her, one that becomes apparent when she

1 In his book The Developm ent o f  Creole Society in Jam aica  Edward Braihwaite describes the population in 
Jam aica as being made up of four classes: whites, other whites, blacks, and the (free) people of colour. He 
defines "white" as being of unmixed European descent and wealthy, while "other whites" constitutes the 
working class. (Free) people of colour were those of mixed lineage who were then further categorized 
according to heritage. They enjoyed more privilege than slaves but not so much as whites. Blacks refers to 
Africans or those of African descent, usually slaves forced to w ork the plantations on the island.



begins to break the fourth wall that alerts the reader that what they are reading is a 

memory.

Antoinette is taking the reader into her haunting past, different from the flaneuses 

that have been discussed so far. Margaret, Jo, and Clarissa are describing their walks, 

their thoughts and feelings during them, as they happen, but Antoinette is narrating her 

past rather than focusing on her present. This past tense narration then can, and surely 

must, be considered in a different light than ones in previous chapters. It signifies that the 

thoughts, feelings, observations made by Antoinette, at the very least in Part One, are 

colored by hindsight, one that has felt the effects of ‘othering’ and how it has affected 

both her outer and inner life. Moreover, aside from the racial politics at play there are the 

gendered ones that come into play with the arrival of the Mr. Rochester character who, 

for the purposes of this argument, will continue to be so named. This constant struggle 

creates in Antoinette a flaneuse in turmoil, one that fights against the expectations placed 

on her to her ruin and so retreats into a world of her own creation.

The White Creole and Flanerie

What becomes interesting about Antoinette, what makes her so different from the 

flaneuses previously discussed, is that unlike them she has no desire to walk about 

Spanish Town on her own after she moves there following the burning of Coulibri. 

Indeed, she goes as far as to say that it frightens her, “I told her a little of why I was 

crying and that I did not like walking to school alone.” (Rhys 47). This comes after she 

has been chased by two other children and thereafter she has a walking companion. 

Margaret has no qualms about walking around Milton alone, Jo frequently ‘romps’ on her 

own of there is no one willing to accompany her, and Clarissa as well strides down Bond



Street alone without thought. Why then is this an issue for Antoinette? As stated before, 

Jamaica is not so populated as the homes of our other intrepid walkers; why, then, is the 

teasing of other children enough to deter Antoinette from continuing on her own? The 

answer can be found early on in the novel: “They hated us. They called us white 

cockroaches.” “Real white people, they got gold money...Old time white people nothing 

but white nigger now, and black nigger better than white nigger.” (Rhys 20, 22). 

Antoinette’s family lost everything when the Emancipation Act was passed, the timeline 

o f Wide Sargasso Sea distorting from that of Jane Eyre to allow added drama to the 

Cosway family, effectively placing them as the ‘other’ kind of white people. The label is 

one that cannot be shaken off, even when Mrs. Cosway remarries to Mr. Mason in order 

to secure a financial future for her family. If anything, they are punished for trying to 

shuck off the label appointed to them by the people o f the island with the burning of 

Colibri. The social customs of England may not yet have a strong hold on Antoinette’s 

life but those created on the island as a result of their colonization are no less stringent. 

The power struggle between the colonizer and the colonized is embodied by the white 

Creole, in this case Antoinette, as they struggle to make sense of worlds that do not want 

them but will not allow them to create a space for themselves. This paradox forces 

Antoinette to seek refuge inside of the convent -  “They are safe. How can they know 

what it can be like outside?” (Rhys 54) -  leaving only when the colonizers come to force 

her out of her peaceful existence in the form of the Mason men and Mr. Rochester. In an 

allegory to the colc.iization of the West, Mr. Rochester agrees to a marriage to Antoinette 

for the money that comes with her -  thus securing his own future without a care for hers 

as it can be argued England did for itself. Mr. Rochester makes it clear in his section of



the novel that very action he has taken is to ensure his financial future and sense of 

superiority, convincing Antoinette to marry him so that he didn’i suffer the humiliation of 

being rejected by a Creole girl, “of pure English descent...but... not English or 

European”, “a stranger who did not think or feel as I did” (Rhys 61, 85). Pride and 

prejudice prohibit him from feeling anything for Antoinette except for a desire to exert 

his ownership of her.

Flanerie therefore becomes for Antoinette a product of circumstance rather than 

personal choice, and more often than not it comes as a form of internal escape. Jamaica is 

not as widely developed as nineteenth century England or America, but it still offers its 

own cities and towns in which one could engage in a bit offlanerie. Being so far from the 

‘original’ source of social didacticism, expectations are looser in Antoinette's Jamaica, 

and become tighter the more that England and the English people slowly begin to invade 

Antoinette’s life. Antoinette is freer to run about Coulibri than either Margaret or Jo in 

their homes as the grip of society is not so pervasive in the distant Caribbean. Edward 

Brathwaite in his book The Development o f Creole Society in Jamaica 1770-1820 says 

that this is due to the more pressing issue of race, and how the peoples of Jamaica 

constructed their society around it instead of moral issues. Brathwaite claims that it is not 

until this time when Creole sons begin to return from schooling in England “steadily 

pressing for more social, economic, civil even political liberty” that “white attitudes 

expressed...the feeling that these people should be ‘kept in their place’” giving way to 

the white English sense of superiority (Brathwaite 178). For Antoinette this idea is 

realized by the return of the Lutrell family to the neighboring plantation.



Until then Antoinette is able to flit through the natural world around Coulibri like 

a hummingbird until the hand of society catches her in its grasp using her mother as its 

hands following the arrival of the Lutrells. Wide Sargasso Sea illustrates the far-reaching 

effects of colonization, ones that can be as suddenly re-inforced as they can be lax. A 

flaneuse more used to wandering in nature than among people and buildings; Antoinette 

until this point has been able to carve her own path through the trees until this outside 

force interferes. The scene begins when Antoinette returns from the bathing pool wearing 

Tia’s dress to find high-class company at Coulibri, one that brings with them the 

expectations of a colonizer’s society. Until that moment her mother had not seemed 

aware, or even concerned, about Antoinette’s state of dress or her daily activities, happy 

to concern herself only with her son and the goings in of her own mind. After the incident 

however, Annette buys material to make Antoinette a new dress to show that despite their 

physical location they are just as capable of following the customs of the mainland (Rhys 

22-23).

This begins Antoinette’s shift as a flaneuse of the natural world to one of the city, 

of an independent flaneuse to a colonized one. It is a shift that is recognized by 

Antoinette later on in the novel as the definitive start to a newer, stricter life: “Then there 

was that day when she saw I was growing up like a white nigger and she was ashamed of 

me, it was after that day that everything changed.. .Then people came to see us 

again...cool, teasing eyes” (Rhys 120). Antoinette is always watched by someone, 

whether by the nuns at the convent, the servants at Grandois, Mr. Rochester or later in 

England, Grace Poole. Slowly Antoinette is losing more and more of her independence 

because of the ever-stricter socials laws that she comes across. In Jamaica on Coulibri she



is at her freest and it is not until she enters her dream world for the third time in England 

that she finds a way to be that free flaneuse again.

A Walk Down Memory Lane

It is interesting to note that this novel is being narrated by a future Antoinette, one 

who knows the end of the story. The advantage of hindsight allows her to see the effects 

that this personal colonization has had on her life. There are places she gives herself away 

more readily: “Quickly, while I can, I must remember the hot classroom” (Rhys 48). She 

is walking the reader through her life, forcing them to engage in an internal form of 

flanerie with her so that they can understand her experiences. It is similar to the internal 

monologues of Clarissa in Mrs. Dalloway. But unlike Clarissa, we are not moving with 

Antoinette through her present. She is instead walking the reader through her past, 

narrating it so that she might understand it as well. Clarissa is troubled by the thought of 

memory, its function and what it means in the grand scheme of things. Antoinette is not, 

for her memory has become the vehicle through which she tries to keep herself sane. 

Memory creates meaning for her in her present, yet again showing us a flaneuse that is 

engaging in the act o f creating story from discourse. This is seen most actively during her 

retelling of her three dreams. It is the same dream told three times, each one in more 

detail than the last and coming after a significant turning point in Antoinette’s life. The 

first comes after the appearance of the Lutrells after she appears before them in Tia’s 

dress; the second when Mr. Mason reappears to tell her he is there to take her from the 

convent back into the outside world; and the final telling comes when the reader has 

caught up to Antoinette in the present day, locked up in an attic in England. By grasping 

at her memories when they strike -  “quickly, while I can” -  she is piecing together



herself, recreating her own story, her own self by walking through her memories. This 

weaving together of her broken interiority through the narration of her flashbacks is what 

gives her clarity to her dream at the end of the novel. In the retelling of the events that led 

to her captivity in England, Antoinette is able to discern what her dreams have been 

telling her to do: that to reclaim her freedom she must bum down her prison. As a 

flaneuse Antoinette is combing her memories, searching for what she can use to make 

sense of her reality and overcome her circumstances. Where flanerie has been used by the 

previous flaneuses as a form of self-assertion, Antoinette uses it as a mode of survival- 

without it she is lost. She is a voyeur of her own life throughout Wide Sargasso Sea, the 

flaneuse observing herself as she observes the world.

While at Grandbois Antoinette delves into memory after memory, sharing them 

with Mr. Rochester on their walks. The stirrings of her internal flanerie can be seen here, 

as she guides Mr. Rochester through pieces of her past as well as through their physical 

environment. Even when she is not physically present, her words echo and guide him 

through the forest such as when he goes to the ponds. Through this internal flanerie 

Antoinette is able to assert control over Mr. Rochester, dictating where he steps and 

proving that she is no meek English lady. Yet she does so from inside of the house, a 

decidedly feminine area of control. She directs him in the domestic and outer worlds of 

the Caribbean in such a way that Mr. Rochester does not realize that he is being 

controlled until the reminder of English imperialistic customs remind him. Daniel 

Cosway, Antoinette’s half-brother and a ‘good Christian man interrupts the narrative of 

feminine power to realign Rochester with the ideas of pure, patriarchal English control. 

The flaneuse of the Caribbean has no place in an English world—that much is becoming



clear in these memories. If memory then is considered the currency of power in this 

narrative, the one that decides of the fate of the flaneuse, then it is in the introduction of 

Daniel Cosway that Antoinette begins to lose the battle begun so long ago on the steps of 

Coulibri.

In these memories the reader is able to catch Antoinette in ‘traditional' moments 

offlanerie while in Jamaica. As mentioned before, when Antoinette moves to Spanish 

Town to live with her Aunt Cora she is enrolled at a convent school. Her first walk to 

school alone is a tormenting experience. The stigma of ‘other’ has followed Antoinette to 

the city and she is bullied by other children as she makes her way to the convent. Slowly 

she comes to see the convent as a “ .. .refuge. A place of sunshine.. (Rhys 51) from the 

outside world that she felt was a dangerous and unkind place. Unfortunately for 

Antoinette, she is forced once more by the empire, in the form of her stepfather and his 

English customs, to a life outside of what she was accustomed. “ ‘You can’t be hidden 

away all your life.’ ‘Why not?’ I thought... A feeling of dismay, sadness, loss, almost 

choked me...I did not let him see it.” (Rhys 53-54). In response to the sudden uprooting, 

Antoinette remembers dreaming for the second time of walking through the forests 

around Coulibri, being led to a dark and frightening place by a man to match it. If the 

man is to represent the England and Colonization then Coulibri with its lush, fertile 

landscape is Antoinette ripe for the taking. Part II, told in Mr. Rochester’s perspective, 

dictates the slow fall of Antoinette to colonial force. It is punctuated at two different 

intervals by Antoinette’s desperate attempts to regain control to no avail -  Mr. Rochester 

had long made up his mind, waiting only for the proper excuse to shed his skin to reveal 

the wolf inside. His section is told in the same past tense that Antoinette relayed the first



part, allowing the reader into his innermost thoughts on the topic: that Antoinette alone is 

to blame for the situat >n she now finds herself in, relieving himself of any responsibility.

The Caribbean Flaneuse in Cardboard England

The first part of the novel ends with Antoinette leaving the convent, and it isn’t 

until nearly a hundred pages later that she returns as narrator in Part III. At this point, the 

reader has been able to see how the gender politics of England have influenced 

Antoinette’s marriage. Furious that he has lacked control over Antoinette, that she refuses 

to conform to his ideals of English womanhood, Rochester forces her assimilation 

through betrayal and forced confinement so that to an outsider his actions seem justified. 

He sleeps with Amelie knowing Antoinette is in the next room, an action that 

Christophine accuses him of and which he does not deny. Certain of her family penchant 

for madness, her reaction is just the excuse he needs not just to lock her away to enjoy the 

benefits of owning her inheritance, but to be rid of Christophine as a final punishment to 

his wife. Rochester breaks Antoinette in order to force her into the desired mold, to 

finally be able to control her in the way he feels she has controlled him since before they 

ever laid eyes on each other. He strips her of her name first, from Antoinette to 

Marionette to Bertha -  according to Christophine according to Antoinette (Rhys 139).

The second name reveals most about Antoinette’s loss of agency, the push from a free 

Caribbean flaneuse to a confined one. She is a marionette doll, a puppet who Mr. 

Rochester can manipulate to his satisfaction until she can be his English Bertha.

The beginnings of Part III give the reader small glimpses into Antoinette’s life 

post-confinement in Jamaica. She relates that she went out for drives though she was 

largely confined to the house, but it still allowed her a bit of the physical freedom for



flanerie that would allude her in England. Antoinette’s arrival at her husband’s England 

estate is marked as being the start of the truest physical confinement yet. She is held in a 

locked room near the top of the house, so isolated that she is losing her sense of time and 

self. This does not stop her from ‘flaneuse-ing' as Elkins calls it, but it is a full turn into 

the sort of internal flanerie that was mentioned before. It is an attempt to keep ahold of 

herself in this new drab, ‘cardboard world’ (Rhys 162). Gone are the colors of her 

Caribbean island, so utterly that she is convinced that she cannot be in England. A 

flaneuse created from the bright and vivid colors of the Caribbean cannot fathom a place 

without them. In her dreams, she walks through the estate, down the stairs to where her 

husband and the rest of the household reside seeking to make sense of her new reality.

Antoinette does have one proper moment offlanerie that she tells as an aside in 

parenthesis, and as with Clarissa Dalloway, it speaks from the interiority of the 

Antoinette from Part I. For this nature-loving flaneuse it is only in this moment, shown in 

parenthesis, that Antoinette resembles the self she previously was, saying that was 

England and that the house she is confined in is not.

‘When we went to England,’ I said.

‘You fool,’ she said, ‘this is England.’

‘I don’t believe it,’ I said, 'and I never will believe it.’

(That afternoon we went to England. There was grass and olive-green water and 

tall trees looking into the water. This, I thought, is England. If I could be here I’d 

get well again and the sound in my head would stop...) (Rhys 165)



The reintroduction of color briefly revives her, convinces her that if only she could be 

outside, she would be well again. This is a departure from her previous sentiments about 

the outside, when she lived in the convent and felt that the outside could only mean 

danger. Now that she has been forcibly confined, Antoinette realizes that there is no 

guarantee of safety inside of a structure either. Instead her anchor becomes the colors of 

the outer world that provide vibrancy in this new cardboard world, the feelings of safety 

and freedom that she associates with them. Red in particular becomes important to her, as 

is show by her possessiveness over her red dress and the descriptions of the fire in her 

dream.

When she is returned to her room, she is worried that her red dress has been taken 

away, the last spot of color in her cardboard world as well as her last connection to her 

life in the Caribbean. It seems to be the only thing left to tether her to her sanity, to keep 

her from giving in to her interiority entirely but what Tom Sheehan argues also sparks her 

determination to set fire to Rochester’s house. Nowhere does Antoinette feel more 

alienated than she does in Rochester’s home in England. He has abandoned her to a 

locked room with a maid that simultaneously looks down on and pities her. The 

‘otherness’ has followed her across an ocean and threatens to consume her. Sheehan 

elaborates on this feeling of ‘otherness’ in his article “Jean Rhys's Caribbean Space- 

Time” as being formed by Rochester’s imperialistic attitude “at the suggestion of 

contamination mixed with the fear of contamination” and that by forcibly moving her 

causes the break from Antoinette to madwoman Bertha (Sheehan 145). Her final ‘vision’ 

and moment of internal flanerie happens in her dream after she has set fire to the estate in 

an echo of the actions of the ‘others’ of Coulibri. She transports herself back to the



plantation, walks through the familiar rooms before going back to the bathing pool where 

she first felt what it was to be ‘other’. She jumps and wakes herself up from her dream 

before acting on it. This imagined travel illustrates the complexity and the suffering that 

Antoinette’s interiority has been put through since her forced marriage and subsequent 

immigration. It has been set free to a time and place before it was tainted by imperialism 

and colonization, when she was just a yo\xng flaneuse wandering in the forests of her 

home.

Yet if we are to take this moment offlanerie as echoing into her current reality as 

an expression of her ‘otherness’, then the fate of her mother’s parrot is also to be 

considered. Mrs. Cosway’s parrot is described in the burning of Coulibri as making “an 

effort to fly down but his clipped wings failed him and he fell screeching. He was all on 

fire.” (Rhys 39). In the dream Antoinette can hear the parrot calling, asking who is there 

before Rochester’s voice is heard calling out for Bertha in response. The color red lights 

up her dream, the backdrop to the fire she can see in the dream world as she saw at 

Coulibri in her youth. If the flames bookend both sections of Antoinette’s narrative than 

it can be assumed that the parrot that marks the end of the novel is Antoinette -  a colorful 

Caribbean bird, the flaneuse who has had her wings clipped by imperialism. In her dream 

she jumps as the bird did only to awaken in her prison before resolutely making her final 

dream come true.

If flanerie comes from her spiritual flight as a means of escaping her reality, then 

Antoinette is engaging in more than just a transformed European idea; she is also drawing 

from the mythos of the Caribbean that itself is rooted in African lore. The idea of flight as 

a means of escape is a common occurrence in Afro-Caribbean mythology, one that Loma



McDaniel explores in her article “The Flying African: Extent and Strength of the Myth in 

the Americas”. She states that flight was symbolic of “the soul’s return from exile”, a 

way to cross the sea back home by choosing suicide over enslavement “This logical and 

defiant act of rebellion actualized the return to Africa” (McDaniel 32). Antoinette’s flight 

then is a good encapsulation of this myth -  she chooses death in her dream and by doing 

so she spiritually returns to the Caribbean. However, Antoinette is a white creole not an 

enslaved African, therefore to appropriate this mythos as a means of escapism forces the 

reader to confront the ways in which flanerie is exclusionary of people of color. Aside 

from its European origins, flanerie in many ways has shown to be exclusive to white 

culture. If flight is a form offlanerie then how must one regard the suicidal end of the 

Flying Africans as the only means for this type of freedom? The inherent racism in 

society, then and now, places restrictions on the movements of the ‘other’, people of 

color that is, in relation to the colonizing power. Simply by labeling them as other’ 

implies that they cannot enjoy the same liberties before the labelers can. Antoinette is 

free to be a flaneuse in the more diverse Caribbean, where though she is othered she 

retains the protection of her white privilege.' In England this privilege is taken away not 

because of her gender but because her origin is not white enough to earn it “Creole of 

pure English descent...but [she] [is] not English or European.” (Rhys 61). To save herself 

Antoinette turns to the culture of her home island, grasping, vying for ownership of it the 

way Rochester claims ownership of her. The vicious cycle of colonization and gender 

politics continuing to wreak havoc over people in a quest for freedom and superiority. 

Antoinette is a Caribbean flaneuse, yes, but only because her white privilege and 

appropriation of Afro-Caribbean culture make it possible.



In Jane Eyre the character of Bertha succeeds in setting fire to Thomfield Hall 

before jumping to her death. If Wide Sargasso Sea is to be the prequel to Jane Eyre, then 

the reader can see the rise and fall of a flaneuse that outright refuses to follow the social 

rules of England, who will not resort to covert manipulation of the system or wait it out. 

Such is her refusal and mental fortitude to bend that she is broken by the straightness of 

her spine. Yet for all of her rebellion, Antoinette is just as complicit in the system in 

order to engage in flanerie following her confinement by appropriating Afro-Caribbean 

lore. It is unfortunate that to live a life full offlanerie of any kind one must work to 

navigate around the patriarchal and racial systems that would confine them. That physical 

geographies can cause a clash of values where one must rei^n supreme over another, 

rather than communicating and coming to a compromise, is a failing of human kind. For 

a flaneuse this can prove detrimental unless she is willing to abide by unspoken rules or 

find a ‘loophole’, if cultural appropriation can be called that, and not all are. Wide 

Sargasso Sea shows the reader how different the world can be for a flaneuse who is 

considered by others to be an ‘other’ and that she may not always find a way to escape it, 

so she must learn to survive.



Coda: Finding the Flaneuse

From four different novels published in four very different times and places, the

flaneuse can be seen making her way through cities and forests pondering over the state 

of affairs in her life. Their external and internal lives are as rich and complex as those of 

any male counterpart that might be offered in their place. From the purposeful steps of 

Margaret or a lively traveler like Jo to the meditative stroll of Mrs. Dalloway and the 

internal landscapes of Antoinette, the flaneuse has made her mark. It is not a question of 

“Does the flaneuse exist?” but of how and where. Engaging n flanerie is not meant to be 

obvious — why then would one expect it of a flaneusel It is up to the reader to identify 

the flaneuse in literature through the same process they would the flaneur, as an observer 

that internalizes what they see in their environment, contemplates it, learns from it. 

Margaret learns from Milton to see life through the eyes of others; Jo uses her flanerie to 

breathe life into her writing; Clarissa shows how the memory of what was can haunt a 

space; Antoinette reveals that to be a flaneuse is a state of mind, possible despite physical 

limitations. The flaneuse is everywhere, it is only a matter of finding her.

The twenty-first century has seen a rise in interest in strong, independent female 

leads, which therefore allows for the creation of new flaneuses across genres and 

mediums, though many have their roots in literature. Two such examples come from 

George R.R. Martin’s famous A Song o f Ice and Fire series that has been adapted into the 

HBO show Game o f Thrones. Sansa and Arya Stark are sisters who leave their home in 

northern Westeros to travel with their father to the capital city following his appointment 

to Hand of the King. Sansa starts out as the ideal high-born daughter, dreaming of 

marrying her prince and living happily ever after. Arya is her opposite, wanting to



become a fearsome warrior of legend and resentful of the role she must play. As the 

series progresses and both girls begin to experience life in cities outside of their home, 

they see it is not all as their imaginations would have it be. Sansa’s experiences in King’s 

Landing, the capital, turn her from a meek girl into a cunning foe. Observing the 

populace of the capital city she learns just what to say in order to ensure the outcome she 

desires. It is not the fairy tale place of her stories. She must learn the rules of life at court, 

the spoken and unspoken, in order to ensure her survival. It is a higher stake version of 

Margaret’s subversive flanerie in North and South.

Arya meanwhile focuses her flanerie into more violent means. She arrives in the 

city of Braavos across the sea to learn the art of disguise from a renowned house of 

assassins; she literally learns to change her face and assume a new identity. She lurks 

around the city honing her skills, watching the residents and using them to practice her 

new skills. Unlike Jo March she does not need to symbolically perform one part or 

another, she can become them. The decisions that lead her to that point are a result of her 

time in King’s Landing. Martin’s world plays into the idea that cities are dangerous 

places for women, for everyone really, but more so he also shows that women are capable 

of rising to the challenge and not so weak as their world would have them believe.

Though the flaneuse has expanded to include the fantastical, she still is a mainstay 

of contemporary fiction. This final flaneuse shows us how she navigates the city in the 

modern day, and how these wanderings aid in the construction of herself in the ways that 

we have explored so far. Julia, the daughter of Mexican immigrants coming of age in 

Chicago, is the flaneuse at the center of Erika Sanchez’s novel I  Am Not Your Perfect 

Mexican Daughter. The reader follows Julia around Chicago from the familiar streets of



her neighborhood into the heart of downtown, revealing to them how differently flanerie 

is experienced by a person of color in 21st century America. Julia’s explorations in the 

city help to center her thoughts, make sense of the senseless, and figure out the place of 

an imperfect Mexican daughter in an imperfect world.

Julia must navigate a world that seems determined on all fronts to confine her.

Her immigrant parents, her mother particularly, police her every move, forcing Julia to 

come up with lie after lie to escape the confines of her apartment. Her journeys through 

Chicago lead Julia to question the life she’s lived in her small neighborhood, one that al! 

but a few expect her to fall in line with. Her background as a child of immigrants, as a 

child of the lower middle class, constantly informs the way that she interacts with the 

city. During a scene in downtown Chicago Julia goes to an art museum that runs on 

donations, rather than selling tickets, she has a telling exchange with the employee at the 

entrance:

When I tell the woman at the counter that I will pay zero dollars instead of the

suggested donation, she eyeballs me as if I were some sort of criminal.

“Don’t we all have a right to art? Are you trying to keep me from an education?

That seems very bourgeoisie, if you ask me” (Sanchez 43)

Part teenage attitude, Julia nevertheless hits on an important note that is reflective of 

Antoinette’s appropriation o f the Flying African: how the movements o f people of color 

are restricted by the constructed society. Implicit in this exchange is that she does not tick 

all the boxes of someone who goes to a museum because of the race apparent in her 

features, we are after all following a Mexican daughter. Given the contemporary setting



in which the novel takes place and the racial tensions constantly on display from the 

government to social media leave little to the imagination. Had Julia been a white 

teenager refusing to give a donation, rather than a Mexican one, it is probable that she 

would have been given a different response. “When white people move, then and now, 

it’s seen as courageous and necessary,” writes Jose Antonio Vargas in Dear America. 

Notes o f an Undocumented Citizen “Yet when people of color move, legally or illegally, 

the migration itself is subjected to question of legality.” Even something so innocent as a 

museum visit can be met with suspicion if that person doesn’t fit the societal mold for 

who is expected to be at the museum (Vargas 140-141) English immigrants in history 

books are admirable for fleeing persecution in search of a better life in another country 

but that same logic does not hold today for those in the migrant caravans. “The president, 

calling the caravan “an invasion,” deployed thousands of troops to reinforce border 

security... Although the caravan has not posed any apparent danger to the United 

States...” reports Kirk Semple in The New York Times. The ingrained societal biases are 

barriers that people of color are constantly having to overcome and rather than try to 

bring them down they only become more fortified by those in power.

Yet despite this interaction Julia can enjoy her moment offlanerie in the museum. 

She refuses to bow to the oppressive societal gaze that would deny her entry, proving to 

them that she is as worthy and capable offlaneus-ing as a white person is. She wanders 

slowly through the, recalling some memory or allowing her a moment of self-reflection 

with each step. For a moment Julia is able to escape the labels that follow her footsteps.

In Julia the reader sees that city is open to any who wish to take it in regardless of gender 

or race. The entire novel is told from Julia’s first-person perspective, her anxieties



conveyed in the voice of a teenager desperate for unspeakable answers to heartbreaking 

questions. Julia forges her own path to walk on, and perhaps that is the message of the 

flaneuse: to be a flaneuse there needs only be the determination to be one. To not allow 

anyone but yourself to dictate your reality, Lauren Elkin says “We claim our right to 

disturb the peace, to observe (or not observe), to occupy (or not to occupy) and to 

organize (or dis-organise) space on our own terms.” (Elkin 288). The flaneuse, in 

literature and reality, only needs to be willing to find her way to exist.
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