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Can Women Forge Ethical Bonds? George Eliot and Women’s Friendship 

in a Time of Transformation 

Women’s capacity for ethical and productive friendship was a hotly-debated topic in Victorian 

England. This dispute was particularly fierce in the periodical press in the 1870s: Saturday Review 

claimed that women’s friendship was tainted by rivalry and limited to fashion; Victoria Magazine 

rebutted, arguing that women engage in reciprocal and supportive friendship. At stake here was a 

deeply political dispute: Did women deserve the same rights—associational, legal, and political—as 

men? When it comes to friendship and Victorian studies, scholars have long situated their work 

within the methodological frameworks of gender studies and query theory. While my fifteen- minute 

paper also explores gender dynamics, I apply an under-utilised methodology to this familiar question: 

Aristotelean virtue ethics. By reading female friendship in George Eliot’s later novels (Middlemarch 

and Daniel Deronda) within the context of the febrile debate in the periodical press, and through the 

lens of virtue ethics, I am able to explore a topic deeply important to Eliot: the role of ethics in 

friendship and women’s place in society. Just as Aristotle famously aligned his work on friendship 

within the context of political activity, so I also consider female friendship within the context of 

Victorian England’s time of ‘struggle, upheaval, [and] transformation.’ 

Camille L. Stallings is a DPhil candidate at University of Oxford. Her research focuses on 

friendship in the Victorian novel and includes associational history and transcultural friendship in the 

Long Nineteenth Century. Her three MAs include: English and American Literature (Sewanee 2019), 

Eastern Classics (St John’s College 2016), and Liberal Arts (St John’s College 2007). 

 



 

  

Doubling and the Transformative Power of Photography in Thomas 

Hardy’s 'An Imaginative Woman' 

Photographs became a popular romantic gift following their entry in the mainstream market in the 

late nineteenth century. Like a lock of hair, a photograph possessed an intimate connection with its 

sitter that allowed it to function as the subject’s substitute during their absence. This paper argues the 

invention offered new ways for Victorian writers to express presence and physicality in the marriage 

plot, especially with regard to doubling. In Thomas Hardy’s short story “An Imaginative Woman,” its 

protagonist Ella falls in love with a man she has never met through contact with his possessions. His 

photograph conjures a physical presence so real, she feels his warm breath and even falls pregnant. 

Jennifer Green-Lewis argues Hardy’s fiction often links photography with failed or limited vision. I 

add to her argument by contending Hardy utilizes photography’s controversial reputation for 

objectivity to complicate Ella’s dreamy disposition and to enhance the medium’s illusionary effect 

regarding physicality. The photograph, and the depicted man, is Ella’s double. It represents her 

transgressive desire to reject domesticity for artistic excellence. The link between the doubles is more 

intimate due to photography’s ambiguous physicality. As a technological innovation and symbolic of 

the changing times, photography also complements the story’s stance on the New Woman and 

separate spheres mentality. 

Natalie Mo is a PhD student at Queen Mary, University of London. She received her MPhil degree 

at The University of Hong Kong. Her current project, titled Victorian Tinder: Tracing New Media 

Technologies in the Nineteenth-Century Marriage Plot, examines new media in the marriage plot. 

George Eliot’s Romola and Boucherett’s Smilesian Gentlewoman: Female 

Self-Reliance to Female Selfhood 

George Eliot’s Romola (1863) presents the only work of fiction by a female author quoted by Samuel 

Smiles in his revised edition of Self-Help from 1866. While his neglect of women in the guidebook 

has been noted by scholars (cf. Tyrrell 2002), the relationship between Smiles’s concept of self-help 

and female literary characters has not received enough attention yet. The “constitutional” or “cultural 

blindness” (Sinnema 2008) of the Victorian Smiles towards women was challenged by his 

contemporary Jessie Boucherett. In her Hints on Self-Help: A Book for Young Women (1863) she 

introduced a female version of self-help. Whereas her work focussed on woman’s access to the 

capitalist market, Smiles’s emphasised individual moral reform. Yet, following Boucherett’s 

argument, it is possible “to add mentally the word ‘woman’ wherever ‘man’ appears” in Smiles’s 

concept. This paper argues that Romola de Bardi’s negotiation of self amid the struggle of woman’s 

submission and resistance in fifteenth-century Florence is charged by a reliance on the Smilesian 

character-based self-help idea. In an atmosphere of competition between political parties, secular 

education and religious belief, women’s role within these conflicts and a juxtaposed female 

interconnectedness in Romola echo Smiles’s demand for self-reliance and mutual dependency. I thus 

argue that the application of self-reliance by Romola de Bardi presents a means to escape patriarchal 

confines in George Eliot’s novel and helps negotiating a sense of selfhood for the female protagonist 

in the gendered environment. 

Maria Juko completed her B.A. and M.Ed. in English and Biology for Secondary Education with a 

focus on Victorian Literature at the University of Hamburg. She currently holds a scholarship from 

the university where she is working towards her PhD on female self-reliance in late-eighteenth to mid-

nineteenth-century novels. 



 

  

Between Exile and Emancipation: (Re)homing the mobile cosmopolitan in 

the memoirs of Isabelle Eberhardt and Emily Ruete 

This paper explores the formative significance of (im)mobilities to the process of cosmopolitan 

home-making. In particular, it seeks to interrogate the idea that the cosmopolitan inherently feels ‘at 

home in the world’ by examining two women exiles on the move during the fin-de-siecle, Isabelle 

Eberhardt and Emily Ruete/Salamah bint Said. Their memoirs demonstrate the importance of 

embodied movements, and how these are instrumental to shifting perceptions of the borders between 

self and other, between home and world, and between exile and emancipation. Ultimately, this paper 

will ask us to reconsider the ideological conceptualisations of ‘home’ within theories of 

cosmopolitanism. Rather than simply a philosophy of the world as home (or the global as the local, 

and the foreigner as the friend), home-making is a cosmopolitan practise; one that is fraught with 

tension, conflict, and negotiations between the familiar and the strange.   

Yasmin Akhter is a first-year PhD researcher exploring the relationship between cosmopolitanism 

and mobility at the fin-de-siècle. Prior to joining Royal Holloway, she completed an MA in Victorian 

Studies at Birkbeck College, University of London and a BA in English Language and Literature at 

Kings College, London. 

 

'I never pretended to the wild and ridiculous doctrine of equality': Caroline 

Norton’s Politics of Wedlock 

In her political campaigns, Caroline Norton addresses the economic and legal consequences of 

marriage for women under the system of coverture. As a firm opponent of equality, Norton certainly 

does not subscribe to today’s ideas of a feminist, but it is due to her and others continued efforts of 

advocating for some protection of married women under the law that “The Matrimonial Causes Act 

of 1857” was passed. A concern with these matrimonial issues can be traced across her body of work 

in different genres. Her satirical novel The Wife (1835), written around the time her own marriage 

broke down, exposes the hypocritical stance of the aristocracy on marriage. Specifically coded as 

confining for women, the novel also raises awareness of the economic necessity for women to enter 

wedlock. If a “woman’s career” (85) is considered to consist of becoming a wife, the novel 

simultaneously asks the reader to take the business of marriage seriously. In relating The Wife to 

some of her other non-literary texts, this talk addresses the topic of women and wedlock before the 

passage of the “Matrimonial Causes Act”. In doing so, it stresses that whom to marry is anything but a 

harmless endeavour in a time when the loss of a women’s own rights and property in marriage is 

indispensable and when filing for divorce is almost impossible. 

Olivia Biber is a PhD candidate and Assistant in Modern English Literature at the Department of 

English at the University of Bern. In her research, she focuses particularly on the intersection and 

entanglement of gender and economics in texts of the Victorian period. 

 



 

  

Radical Shelley(?): The Victorian Myth 

Known as “Shelley the atheist” at Eton, Percy Shelley has been mythologized as a deeply radical 

“class traitor with attitude”. Advocating for Catholic emancipation, the abolition of slavery, and 

atheism, Shelley has been martyred by Victorian and subsequent academics for his revolutionary 

voice and literary genius. However, the mythologization of Shelley by figures like Thomas Jefferson 

Hogg, Andrew Lang, J.A. Symonds, Edward Dowden, and others means the nuance of his political 

thought has often been undermined. Shelley’s Gothic novels Zastrozzi (1810) and St. Irvyne (1811) 

demonstrate Shelley’s experimentation with a spectrum of ideological views from atheistic radicalism 

to moral conservatism. In this paper I suggest that Shelley’s literary and political thought was much 

more complex than has often been credited, using Zastrozzi and St. Irvyne as prime examples. At 

once radical and conservative, atheistic and agnostic, sole literary genius and collaborative author, 

identifying and recognising the enigma of Shelley as a man and as a writer can help enlighten us as to 

why there are often opposing views in his (early) work. I specifically interrogate biographies and 

articles written about Shelley in the Victorian period, arguing that their insistence on his socialism and 

radical genius has left a lasting imprint on the way Shelley is read today. 

Molly Watson graduated with a first-class BA in English Literature at Huddersfield in 2020 and is 

currently conducting an MRes on Percy Shelley’s Gothic fiction (1810-12). She is interested in canon 

formation, the Gothic, legacies in literature, and gender. She hopes to do a PhD after her Masters. 

 

‘Untouched, unchanged, unstained’: Transformative Touch in Richard 

Marsh’s The Beetle 

This paper scrutinises how in Richard Marsh's The Beetle (1897), touch is a means of transformative 

power. Egyptian invader and gender-fluid shapeshifter the Woman of Songs uses physical touch and 

mesmeric control as a transformative means to corrupt the occidental characters, removing the bodily 

autonomy they associate with dominance. This eventually leads to complete mental collapse.  

I will explore how the destabilisation of gender through sexual assault, mesmeric bodily control work 

together to deconstruct ‘any sense of national, cultural and personal self, of which the sexual and 

gendered aspects of identity were the most vulnerable facets.’ Whether emasculating men through 

rape or forcing women to adopt masculine identities whilst under mesmeric control, touch in The 

Beetle operates as a means for the Woman of Songs to transform her victims from symbols of 

Western modernity to victims of an Eastern invader. It draws from wider work on Richard Marsh’s 

popular works including Kelly Hurley's The Gothic Body, Julian Wolfrey’s essay ‘The Hieroglyphic 

Other: The Beetle, London, and the Abyssal Subject’ and Minna Vuohelainen's research. It also 

incorporates haptic horror building upon Katherine Rowe's Dead Hands: Fictions of Agency and 

Aviva Briefel's The Racial Hand in the Victorian Imagination.   

Jay Sullivan is a PhD candidate at Roehampton University. Her thesis focuses on the intersection 

between Victorian mummy fiction, the museum space and the sensory. She works as a writer for the 

Natural History Museum in London. Her research interests include Egypt in popular culture and 

nineteenth- and twentieth-century gothic and weird fiction. 



 

  

Prostitution in England: A ‘Social’ Responsibility and ‘Dressed’ 

Performance 

This paper examines how prostitution was viewed as a responsibility central to social preservation. It 

will reveal how legality emerged in response to a rigorous social campaign led by the middle and 

upper classes. To begin, it will illustrate how the dominant social body cast the prostitute as a 

‘contaminating’ threat. It will examine the reasons behind this practice, and how cultural ideology 

framed prostitutes as vessels of moral and physical contagion. To do so, the paper will reveal how 

the prostitute’s behaviour and sexuality threatened dominant gender ideologies. It will address the 

public obsession surrounding this ‘uncontrollable’ deviant. It will analyse how the prostitute emerged 

as a personification of fears surrounding the preservation of social borders. It will demonstrate how 

anxieties led to the introduction of the Contagious Diseases Act in 1866. By examining the social, 

cultural, and political effects of the legislation, the paper will reveal how the Acts confirmed the 

prostitute’s status as ‘Other’. However, it will argue that prostitutes were able to reclaim 

independence through deliberate, ‘dressed’ performances. By performing the role of the ‘moral’ 

woman, prostitutes were able to defy legal and social restraints. The paper will draw resources from 

contextual commentators and newspaper articles. 

Hollie Geary-Jones is a first-year PhD candidate and Visiting Lecturer at the University of 

Chester. Her research is titled: ‘Dressing the Self: Infectious Performance and the Nineteenth-

Century Prostitute’. Her thesis examines the extent in which French and English prostitutes were 

able to mislead society through clothing, body, and behaviour. 

 

#You-too? A Continuum of Sexual Ignorance to Sexual Criminality from 

the ‘Maiden Tribute’ to the 21
st
 Century 

In 1885, W. T. Stead published “The Maiden Tribute” in the evening newspaper, Pall Mall Gazette. 

He calls out to the House of Commons and the Amendment bill to raise the age of consent as 

wealthy powerful men violate young and drugged girls’ virginity against their will. This paper explores 

this revolutionary moment in nineteenth-century London when sex talk is forbidden to shine light 

and expose the gritty details of unlawful unethical sex. The goal of this paper is to distinguish 

concepts of sexual immorality and sexual criminality, the former being associated with personal 

values, the latter argues for safety, sex to become a part of a public social system, regulated by law. 

This research is focused on taking historical events and investigating sexual crimes and finding justice 

on topics of consent, power dynamics, and rape culture that is still prevalent today to navigate the 

core of the problem: not the act of sex, but the situations of the participants and their method of 

procedure. The outcomes of this study are relevant to current day movements of accounting voices 

and placing social responsibility in sexual acts in #metoo, #timesup and cases of Grace Millane and 

Elaine O’Hara. 

Hye Hyon Kim is a doctorate student at Illinois State University. She researches Victorian 

literature and body politics. She last presented “My Coy Seductress’ Restrictions and Conditions of 

Female Characters’ Body and Sexual Agency from Male Narratives in George Gissing’s The 

Unclassed and Caroline Kepnes’s Netflix series, You” at MMLA. 

 



 

  

The Loneliness of Olive Schreiner 

“I can bear so much from outsiders, but the attacks from my own family kill me. [. . .] It's one of the 

terrible features of Rhode's [sic] influence that in every way, directly & indirectly, it works nothing but 

evil for the people of this unfortunate land,” Olive Schreiner wrote to her friend Mary Sauer in 1896 

from her home in South Africa. A fierce opponent of Cecil Rhodes and British imperialism, 

Schreiner suffered deep estrangement from members of her family for her political views. Much of 

her activist work was done under public reprobation from those she held most dear. Schreiner’s 

struggle reflects one many of us face today: is it possible or even appropriate to reunify with our loved 

ones after a revolution has laid plain deep and terrible divides? This paper will examine Schreiner’s 

letters, and what her painful negotiations with relationship and activism has to say to us today. 

Anna Spydell is an ECR at the Sewanee School of Letters at University of the South, and co-editor 

of the Broadview Press edition of Olive Schreiner’s Dreams. She currently resides in Indiana. 

 

From ‘Sitting’ to ‘Weeping’: Subversive Sexualities in Olive Custance’s 

Poetry Before and After the Queensbury Trials 

This paper explores how Olive Custance responds to social discourses surrounding subversive 

sexualities and desire in the wake of the 1895 Queensbury Trials. In 1894, Olive Custance published 

her poem ‘Twilight’ in The Yellow Book, a periodical associated with decadence and aestheticism. 

The following year, Oscar Wilde was ‘tried by the Crown for homosexual practices or ‘gross 

indecency’, as it was quaintly called by the law’ (Holland, 2013, p. 197). The Wilde scandal had a 

profound impact on decadent and aesthetic literary circles. The Bodley Head, the publishing 

premises of The Yellow Book, was ‘attacked by a stone-throwing mob’ in the moral panic that ensued 

following the trials (Ledger, 2007, p. 5), and the decadent movement became associated with 

homosexuality and perversity. My paper considers how poet Olive Custance, a bisexual herself, 

responds to this public rejection of same-sex desire in her poetry. In 1897, Custance republished 

‘Twilight’ in her collection Opals, but there are many shifts in her phrasing and in her stylistic literary 

techniques. At some point in the three years between these two publications Custance’s depiction of 

subversive desire changes. My paper explores these shifts, arguing that the Queensbury Trials stand 

as a turning point wherein subversive sexualities become othered, outlawed, and rejected. 

Louise Wenman-James is a second year PhD Candidate in English Literature at the University of 

Surrey. Her current recent project looks at how women writing at the Victorian fin de siècle construct 

identities using decadent and aesthetic modes, with a particular focus on professional, sexual, and 

gender identities. 

 



 

  

Thrall’s Well That Ends Well: Renfield as Villain and Victim 

Renfield is a divisive character in Stoker’s Dracula (1897), with adaptations and pastiches often 

casting him in the distinct role of enabling Dracula – literally inviting his evil in. Through close 

analysis of Stoker’s novel and various interpretations of the character, this paper explores the 

importance of ‘thralls’; characters whose status as outcasts, and association with the perceived evil of 

the ‘Other’, is often employed to mitigate empathy. Another character under ‘thrall’ is Robert Holt 

from Richard Marsh’s The Beetle, published the same year as Dracula. In The Beetle the reader 

experiences events from Holt’s perspective, an important device for eliciting sympathy – an 

opportunity never afforded to Renfield. Not only do both figures alternate between victim and 

enabler, but crucially both are disadvantaged for various reasons (mental illness for Renfield, extreme 

poverty for Holt) that makes them suitable ‘scapegoats’ for the villains’ success. There is also an 

additional political dimension to these figures worth considering, as they represent the apex of the 

‘brainwashed’ supporter of immoral of harmful causes. 

Dr Matthew Crofts earned his doctorate at the University of Hull, researching the importance of 

tyranny and historical influences to the Gothic mode. Matthew’s previous publications include 

chapters on historical figures in MacDonald Fraser’s Flashman in Neo-Victorian Biofictions (2020) 

and Dracula’s multimedia legacy in Gothic Afterlives (Lexington Books, 2019). 

 

‘Home in the Holy Land’: The Victorian Legacy and Settler Colonialism in 

Palestine/Israel 

From the mid-nineteenth century onwards, Western – particularly British – interest in Palestine was 

so intense that the period became known as the “Peaceful Crusade”. Evangelical ideology, with its 

belief in the “Restoration” of the Jewish people, combined with imperial realpolitik to produce an 

intense colonial desire. While British involvement in Palestine is often framed within the British 

Mandate years of 1917 to 1948, this paper seeks earlier antecedents for the ongoing conflict between 

the Palestinian people and the Zionist settler-colonial enterprise in the Victorian age. This is done 

through examining the activities of three highly-significant individuals who travelled to Palestine in the 

nineteenth century: James Finn, British consul in Jerusalem 1846-1863, who established a farm for 

Jewish workers outside Jerusalem’s walls; Claude Reignier Conder, a surveyor for the Palestine 

Exploration Fund, who became a leading voice calling for Palestine’s colonisation in the 1870s and 

then a supporter of the Zionist movement; and Laurence Oliphant, who in 1879 planned a huge 

Jewish colony east of the Jordan River and subsequently settled in Palestine to provide his services to 

the nascent Zionist settlements. Analysing their plans through the lens of settler-colonial theory, the 

paper argues for a re-evaluation of Britain’s legacy in Palestine. 

Dr Gabriel Polley completed his PhD at the University of Exeter in 2020, under the supervision of 

Ilan Pappe, focusing on British travel accounts of late Ottoman Palestine. His research has been 

published by the Journal of Holy Land and Palestine Studies, the Institute for Palestine Studies, and 

Middle East Eye. 

 

 



 

  

The Future is Bleak: An Ecocritical Perspective on Inheritance in Bleak 

House 

“The UN Emissions Gap Report of 2019 declares that its ‘summary findings are bleak’ as ‘countries 

collectively failed to stop the growth in global GHG emissions’. As we stand on the edge of a climate 

catastrophe, the literature of the nineteenth century, a period that has be identified as the early 

Anthropocene, can provide us with an insight into the origins of our current environmental crisis. In 

this paper, I will explore the theme of inheritance in Bleak House and how it defines our relationship 

to the environment as an intergenerational concern. I will examine how the Court of Chancery 

functions as a system of legally-mediated inheritance which ultimately consumes all its resources, 

leaving a legacy of death and despair. This reading of Bleak House builds on established ecocriticism, 

including that of Allen MacDuffie and Jesse Oak Taylor, who explore key environmental concepts 

such as energy use and climate respectively; however, my approach will foreground the literary 

features of the text, investigating how Bleak House employs features of the gothic genre, such as the 

absent mother, and considers how these can be interpreted from an ecocritical perspective. 

Sarah Shirwani spent ten years working as an English teacher, teaching students up to A Level, 

including three years as a subject leader. Having previously completed a BA English and MA 

Shakespeare at Royal Holloway, she has returned to the college to study the MA Victorian Literature, 

Art and Culture. 

 

Athleticism and Classics in Victorian Britain: Exclusivity and Exclusion 

Nineteenth-century British sport underwent a radical transformation, codifying a range of traditional 

pastimes into formats that are globally popular today. Some of these had roots in the ancient world 

while others developed from medieval European folk games, but the drive to regulate and control 

them came out of the culture of athleticism that gripped mid-Victorian public schools and 

universities. This athleticism arose from the need to distract boys from the vice that was perceived to 

be prevalent in public schools, and was associated with the idea of Muscular Christianity. However, it 

owed as much to Greek philosophy as Christian theology, and public-school ideas of manliness were 

heavily influenced by descriptions of ancient sporting prowess in the works of Pindar and Homer. 

Given the close relationship of sport and the classics in British schools and universities, it was not 

surprising that academic studies of sport in the ancient world soon emerged. This paper examines 

how, from the outset, these histories were used to try and shape and influence the development of 

contemporary sport by using, often spurious or misinterpreted episodes from antiquity, to glorify the 

gentleman amateur, demonise professionalism and working-class spectators, and to exclude modern 

participants on the grounds of class, race or gender. 

Andy Carter is a PhD student at Manchester Metropolitan University where his thesis studies the 

use and abuse of ancient history in Victorian sport. He has an MA in Public History from Royal 

Holloway and is the author of Beyond the Pale: Early Black and Asian Cricketers in Britain, 1868-

1945. 



 Organising Committee 

Mollie Clarke is a fourth-year Techne PhD student at Roehampton University and 

co-chair of the LNCSS Grad Strand. Her thesis entitled; ‘Female Cross Dressing, 

Genre, and Popular Literary Forms from 1840 to 1870’, considers the extent to 

which representations of female to male cross-dressers were also underpinned by a 

generic or textual type of cross-dressing. She is co-organiser of the Victorian Popular 

Fiction Association’s ‘Third Sex’ reading group. In 2020 she won the VPFA Greta 

Depledge PGR Prize for her paper on Lola Montez. 

Gemma Holgate is a second-year Techne PhD student at Royal Holloway, University 

of London and co-chair of the LNCSS Grad Strand. Her research explores the 

relationship between politics, gender and emotion in the activism and fiction of 

socialist women between 1880 and 1939, with a particular interest in the politics of 

sympathy. She is currently Deputy Editor for the journal Romance, Revolution and 

Reform. 

Chloe Osborne is a second-year Techne PhD student at Royal Holloway, University 

of London and co-chair of the LNCSS Grad Strand. Her research investigates the 

intersections and overlaps between ethnography, anthropology and literature in the 

nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries with a focus on writing about the Pacific 

Islands. 

Social Media Co-ordinator 

Amy Wilcockson is a PhD researcher at the University of Nottingham. Her research 

concentrates on editing the letters of the neglected Scottish Romantic poet, Thomas 

Campbell (1777-1844). Further research interests include life-writing and letters in 

general, canon formation, and non-canonical Romantic authors and poets. She is a 

Keats-Shelley Association of America Communications Fellow for 2020/21. 

Thanks 

The organisers would also like to thank Dr Lara Atkin and Dr Nicola Kirkby, chairs 

of the IES London Nineteenth-Century Studies Seminar Series, for their ongoing 

support. Special thanks also to Dr Fariha Shaikh (University of Birmingham) for 

giving our Keynote Address. 

Contact us 

Information about past and future Grad Strand events can be found on our website 

lncssgs.wordpress.com, where you can also sign up to our mailing list. 

Twitter: @LNCSSGS       Email: lncssgs@gmail.com  
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