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What was [a wife’s] personal property before marriage […] becomes absolutely her husband’s, and he may assign or dispose of  them 
at his pleasure whether he and his wife live together or not[.…]

Equity is defi ned to be a correction or qualifi cation of  the law, generally made in the part wherein it faileth, or is too severe[.…] 
While the Common Law gives the whole of  a wife’s personal property to her husband, the Courts of  Equity […] oblige him to make a 
settlement of  some portion of  it upon her, if  she be unprovided for and virtuous.

If  her property be under 200l., or 10l. a-year, a Court of  Equity will not interpose.
Neither the Courts of  Common Law nor Equity have any direct power to oblige a man to support his wife,—the Ecclesiastical 

Courts […] and a Magistrate’s court at the instance of  her parish alone can do this[.…]1

Victorian British marital property law 
consisted of  a mess of  contradictory 
legislation, applied inconsistently by judges 
in several different courts. To secure her 
separate property as a wife against an 
uncooperative husband–supposing, that is, 
any marriage settlement had been made for 
her in the fi rst place (a privilege of  upper- 
and middle-class women with access to “a 
competent lawyer”2)–a woman would have 
had to brave the notoriously unreliable court 
described in Charles Dickens’ inheritance-
focused Bleak House: the Court of  Chancery. 
Pin money (a yearly payment, arranged at 
the time of  marriage, to be paid to a wife) 
in arrears might be sued for. That being said, 
unless it was withheld “without any implied 
acquiescence on her part”–not suing, of  
course, constituting acquiescence–she could 
get at most a year’s worth, and even this only 
if  her husband had not “provided her with 
clothes and other necessaries.”3 Sometimes 
judges were more generous, sometimes 
less. Poorer women were essentially out 
of  luck; under the Common Law doctrine 
of  coverture, everything a wife possessed 
belonged to her husband, and they had 
no recourse to equity.4 These conditions 
persisted throughout the nineteenth century: 
even the Married Women’s Property Act 
of  1882 “neither repealed coverture nor 
provided feme sole property rights for married 
women.”5 

It was in this context that Victorian 
authors wrote: no wonder, then, that in 
“Victorian novels […] the middle-class 
heroine’s marriage prospects are also her 
economic prospects.”6 This was true of  
poor women, too, but they might take a job 
without losing social status. No such luck 
for a middle-class woman; with the single–
slightly tenuous, as many Victorian authors 

(themselves women) would intimately have 
known–exception of  authorship, any form 
of  employment would mean a lessened 
position in society for a woman. Even 
governesses suffered from the discredit 
employment brought,7 and were furthermore 
habitually underpaid.8 On the other hand, 
while marrying a generous man with money 
might afford a middle-class woman a fair 
degree of  independence and preserve her 
status, heaven help her if  her husband tended 
towards profl igacy or miserliness. Even if  
she had marriage settlements, contradictory 
and unpredictably enforced law9 meant she 
might or might not actually have recourse if  
her husband ignored those provisions. 

For some authors, this precarious 
economic position became a point of  social 
criticism. George Eliot “researched not only 
the immediate effects [of  property law] on 
women’s position, but also the ideological 
assumptions embedded in the laws of  
inheritance and of  kin,” and Middlemarch 
clearly refl ects its author’s research.10 After 
all, Middlemarch describes the marriage of  
Dorothea Brooke fi rst to the old and miserly 
Edward Casaubon, and then later to the 
much poorer, but much better suited, Will 
Ladislaw. Casaubon attempts to prevent 
her remarrying after his death by leaving 
his money to her on condition that she not 
marry Ladislaw, taking advantage of  his legal 
control of  their assets as a couple. Similarly, 
the major confl icts between Tertius Lydgate, 
a young and intellectually ambitious country 
doctor from a good family–but without 
many resources of  his own–and his new 
wife Rosamond Vincy, the socially ambitious 
and spendthrift daughter of  a newly 
rich merchant, stem from their fi nancial 
disagreements. Even authors who did not 
necessarily have a social end in mind could 

use the threat of  a money-poor marriage–or 
no marriage at all–to build suspense, or to put 
up obstacles to their characters’ happiness. 
The instability of  women’s fi nancial futures 
gave weight and consequence to stories 
that today would be considered frivolous: a 
marriage plot means more when it potentially 
determines someone’s ability to eat.

Naturally, as happened in life, some 
nineteenth-century female characters end up 
as the perfectly comfortable benefi ciaries of  
their husbands. As Charlotte Brontë writes 
in a letter to her friend Ellen Nussey, “in 
many cases […] money is a very desirable 
contingent of  matrimony.”11 For a Victorian 
author, though, Brontë seems to hold 
an unusually optimistic view of  men’s 
likelihood of  supporting their wives–an 
optimism evidenced particularly in Villette, in 
which even the characters whose economic 
futures seem most tenuous end up relatively 
secure. Ginevra Fanshawe–who seems, due 
to her fl irtations, determined to wind up in 
disrepute and poverty–ends up none the 
worse for the gambling debts her husband 
incurs. After her marriage, her greatest 
concerns revolve around her child. Lucy 
Snowe, who never marries her eventual 
beau Paul Emmanuel, nevertheless receives 
from him the means of  supporting herself  
for the rest of  her life. Such hopefulness 
seems strange coming from an author with 
such derision for the “wishes of  those 
who demanded that fi ction should provide 
the conciliatory, neat happy endings which 
life fails to deliver.”12 Indeed, the fact that 
Brontë clearly still considers Villette a tragedy 
seems to suggest that for her, love really is 
the weightier consideration13—which makes 
sense, considering she and her sisters (though 
never wealthy) lived comfortably enough 
without husbands by trading stocks.14

23



Literature

Journal of Undergraduate Research and Scholarly Excellence – Volume VI

Such certitude of  material comfort is 
uncommon in Victorian literature; more 
often than not, the financial dependence a 
woman faces in marriage presents a threat 
instead of  a comfort, since a Victorian 
woman–even outside of  a novel–could do 
little about a poor or spendthrift husband. 
For women who were not wealthy enough 
for the courts of  equity, “whatever the 
circumstances, the husband remained 
legally the owner or custodian of  the family 
property, and […] he could use this property, 
including that brought to him by his wife, 
in any way he chose[:…] he could leave his 
wife and children penniless.”15 It is perhaps 
this appropriation of  property, even more 
than his habit of  borrowing whether his 
lenders can afford it or not, that Charles 
Dickens uses to make Harold Skimpole so 
loathsome in Bleak House. That said, both 
Skimpole’s borrowing and his disregard for 
his family’s financial stability come to a head 
simultaneously when Ada, Esther, and Mr. 
Jarndyce (the friend from whom Skimpole 
borrows most often) visit his home to ask 
him not to take money from the impecunious 
Richard. Not only does Skimpole demur, 
but when he leaves with the three of  them 
it seems “to escape his consideration that 
Mrs. Skimpole and the daughters remained 
behind to encounter the baker” whose 
furniture Skimpole had destroyed, and who, 
when he does show up, will presumably 
expect payment for the damages.16 

Financially profligate (or even actively 
predatory) husbands weren’t the sole 
purview of  poorer women; wealthier 
women, those with separate property agreed 
on at the time of  their marriage, were not 
immune. Often enough, “despite separate 
property being secured to them, women 
were[…], as contemporaries said, ‘kissed 
or kicked,’ ‘bullied or coaxed’ out of  it by 
husbands who had physical or emotional 
power that rendered their wives’ legal powers 
nugatory.”17 Even an attempt to exercise 
those legal powers did not guarantee success 
in such cases; on one occasion, an appeal 
to the law when “a wife sold part of  her 
separate estate […] ‘by compulsion of  her 
husband, and for fear of  losing her life if  
she refused,’” ended in the court declaring 
that, as “‘she is considered as a feme sole’” 
where it concerns her separate property, the 
sale was valid.18 

At the same time, for middle-class 
women, any marriage could be better than 
none at all. As Gail Houston points out, 
“for the many ‘superfluous’ women who 
could not find a partner, the culture’s answer 
seemed to be that marriage was the only 
way it was willing to support middle-class 
women.”19 John Jarndyce’s offer of  marriage 
to his ward, Esther, in Bleak House is an 

emotionally unsatisfactory effort to preserve 
her from the material discomfort of  middle-
class, or once-middle-class, spinsterhood. 
The illegitimate daughter of  a hitherto-
unidentified mother, her prospects are bleak 
at best. Though she will ultimately marry Dr. 
Allan Woodcourt, he has gone overseas–
to the best of  their current knowledge, 
permanently–in the hopes of  making a living 
as a doctor abroad. The offer of  marriage is 
one Jarndyce would not make if  economic 
independence appeared to be an option for 
Esther; indeed, Victorian authors often use 
the dread of  destitution to place characters 
in, or threaten characters with, otherwise 
obviously incompatible marriages. The 
situation is not a purely fictive one, either. 
English Bluestocking and paper artist Mary 
Delany wonders, nearly a century before any 
of  the books considered here were written: 
“Why must women be driven to the necessity 
of  marrying? […A]nd if  a young woman 
has not fortune sufficient to maintain her in 
the situation she has been bred to, what can 
she do, but marry?”20 The concern remained 
relevant throughout the nineteenth century. 
As Gillian Beer points out, “[m]arrying for 
money, when the alternative is to live in the 
woman’s land of  governessing, seamstressing, 
or even aimless genteel poverty, is a real 
alternative. It may give women some form 
of  independence, a household to manage, 
funds to dispense, a career of  a kind.”21 Just 
as Dickens could not have held the reader 
in such suspense over Esther’s relationship 
with Woodcourt if  she had not had a real 
incentive to marry Jarndyce, he could not 
have constructed the whole story of  Bleak 
House in the same way if  Lady Dedlock could 
have reasonably married the poor Captain 
Hawdon with whom she had Esther, instead 
of  the wealthy Lord Dedlock.22

Although the Dedlocks’ marriage actually 
turns out to be surprisingly affectionate, 
the emotional intimacy of  many Victorian 
marriages, in and out of  literature, is often 
compromised by their economics. Charlotte 
Brontë “contends that ‘cash’ makes all the 
difference in a romantic relationship,”23 
and many of  her fellow authors seem to 
agree. Middlemarch’s Tertius Lydgate and 
Rosamond Vincy would make a much better 
match if  they didn’t spend so much time at 
odds over their finances, although, as J.D. 
Milne comments, they already have little 
in common: “Poor Lydgate! or shall I say, 
Poor Rosamond! Each lived in a world of  
which the other knew nothing.”24 Even in 
situations where amount of  capital cannot 
reasonably generate conflict, the question 
of  who holds the purse strings could still 
complicate a marriage. George Eliot (author 
of  Middlemarch) could not have made Edward 
Casaubon so plausibly commandeering 

had Casaubon not felt himself  Dorothea 
Brooke’s benefactor–not to mention that he 
might not then have felt it his “duty to hinder 
to the utmost the fulfillment of ” what he saw 
as Will Ladislaw’s mercenary designs on her.25 
Supposing Casaubon had not rewritten his 
will, Eliot might have had to find a different 
way of  putting off  Dorothea’s marriage 
than using Ladislaw’s belief  that “marriage 
to him […] would mean that she consented 
to be penniless” to crush his “secret hope 
that after some years he might come back 
with the sense that he had at least a personal 
value equal to her wealth.”26 As it stands, 
though, Eliot, like other Victorian authors, 
could make use of  her female character’s 
presumed financial dependence to prolong 
the suspense before her marriage. 

With financial dependence offering so 
many opportunities for doubt and drama, it 
is unsurprising that authors choose to grant 
relatively few of  their Victorian heroines 
enough money to subsist comfortably on 
their own. That said, for those who do 
command fortunes, their property would still 
in large part be considered their husbands’ 
when they married–to the extent that “if  
a woman who accepted a proposal of  
marriage sought, before the marriage took 
place, to dispose any of  her property without 
the knowledge and consent of  her intended 
husband, the disposition could be set aside 
as a legal fraud”27–so fortune hunters could 
still provide a source of  drama. Even above 
that, as “[i]n George Eliot’s novels […] 
money does not guarantee independence,”28 
so it did not eliminate the possibility, as an 
author, of  putting the heroine through her 
paces. However, in many cases (in novels 
as in life) wealth does allow a woman an 
unusual degree of  liberty, especially in her 
choice of  husband. Though she does not 
grant her independence, Eliot can permit 
Dorothea to marry Ladislaw in spite of  his 
“position, outside money inheritance, sharing 
the awkward financial dependency more 
often associated with women.”29 Indeed, in 
actuality, “after marriage, wealthy women 
who had separate estates were the most 
liberated group of  women in nineteenth-
century England, […although f]or this reason 
they were often hated and feared, envied or 
derided, and verbally censured (behind their 
backs).”30 Interestingly, in the Victorian 
novel women with stable and independent 
fortunes mostly escape scorn, probably 
because they almost always dispose of  it 
quickly to some deserving man or other, or 
at least feel guilty for possessing it in the first 
place. Authors instead choose women who 
like or spend money as villainous foils for 
their virtuous heroines. How unequivocally 
awful the unnamed female teacher’s avarice 
seems in Charlotte Brontë’s Villette, showing 
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that the wife, herself, was the property of  her husband. 
But a wife was not a slave.” Ziegler, S. (1996) “Wifely 
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16Dickens, C. (2008) Bleak House. Oxford 
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(1750).

19Houston, G. (2005) Pg 54.
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Flowers. British Museum Publications. Pg 38.
21Beer, G. (1986) Pg 171.
22“In fact, [Lady Dedlock] had in early life been 

engaged to marry a young rake[, Captain Hawdon]—he 
was a captain in the army—nothing connected with 
whom came to any good. She never did marry him, but 
she gave birth to a child of  which he was the father.” 
Dickens, C. (2008) Pg 601.

23Houston, G. (2005) Pg 52.
24Beer, G. (1986) Pg 158.
25Eliot, G. (2008) Pg 395.
26Ibid. Pg 588.
27Holcombe, L. (1983) Pg 18.
28Beer, G. (1986) Pg 170.
29Ibid. Pg 172.
30Perkin, J. (1989) Women and Marriage in Nineteenth-

Century England. Lyceum Books, Inc. Pg 76.
31Brontë, C. (2004) Villette. Penguin Classics. Pg 
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Wharton’s 1905 novel House of  Mirth, set in 
the nineteenth century, boils down to a tale of  
financial insecurity and middle-class women’s 
reliance on marriage for mere subsistence. It 
is no wonder, then, that the marriage plot 
has become so generally disparaged; when 
a woman can, and is generally expected 
to, make a living on her own, in or out of  
marriage–and her husband is not expected 
to lay claim to her every worldly good–the 
choice of  a husband becomes considerably 
less a matter of  life or death. 
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Even worse, to the Victorian author’s eye, 
are those women who spend other people’s 
money (ignoring, of  course, the fact that 
for married women in the Victorian era, the 
only money they ever had was considered 
“someone else’s”). Rosamond Vincy’s 
profligacy should be read as painful and 
dispiriting, and yet Lydgate’s objections to 
her behavior closely parallel the arguments 
of  those opposing the separate apportioning 
even of  just pocket money to wives. 
Susan Staves summarizes a contemporary 
view objecting to pin money, writing that 
“requiring the husband to pay pin money, it 
was said, gave the husband and wife separate 
interests […] and, what was perhaps worst, 
made the husband’s payments to the wife 
seem to depend on her right rather than on 
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What is most interesting, though, is 
the way authors write about women’s lives 
in a society in which “women […were] 
‘doubly enjoined against seeking their own 
economic success: first by the strictures of  
bourgeois society in relation to work and the 
marketplace, and second by the values of  
romantic love as they affected marriage.’”34 
In such a culture, marriage itself  becomes a 
sort of  Morton’s fork: do not marry, and you 
may end up penniless, but marry, and your 
husband may make you penniless. However, 
that sort of  dilemma could become a useful 
driving force in the Victorian novel: authors 
could raise the stakes of  the marriage plot 
by involving not merely a woman’s heart, 
but also her stomach. That pattern began 
before and continued beyond the nineteenth 
century, even outside of  Britain: Edith 

Journal of Undergraduate Research and Scholarly Excellence – Volume VI25


