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2.1.1. COURSE OBJECTIVE


John Fowles is one of the most important postmodern British novelists whose works have acquired canonical status for their distinctive originality and continuous popularity with the critics and readers alike. In this module the choice of John Fowles’s The French Lieutenant’s Woman (1969) as a major text of the postmodern period will lead us to the understanding of the innovative textual tools and conventions used by the avant –garde postmodern writers to project their decontructionist aesthetics. This novel in particular is a historiographic metafiction, a postmodern version of the traditional historical novel that’s seeks to de-mystify and de-mythologize the historical past while retrieving and re-inventing it. It is also one of the very first attempts to revive the Victorian age and this trend was later majorly imitated by most British novelists creating the sub-genre of the retro-Victorian or neo-Victorian novel.
2.1.2. JOHN FOWLES: LIFE AND WORKS

John Robert Fowles (1926–2005) was an English novelist of formidable reputation among the post-1945 British writers. He came to the literary scene at the cusp of change from modernism to postmodernism, and hence absorbed both influences in his intellectual career. After leaving Oxford University, Fowles taught English at a school on the Greek island of Spetses. His three most famous early works are the novels, The Collector, The Magus and The French Lieutenant’s Woman. Fowles lived for much of his life in Lyme Regis, Dorset. Later fictional works that also received popular and crtical acclaim include The Ebony Tower, Daniel Martin, Mantissa, and A Maggot. His books have been translated into many languages, and several adapted as films. 

2.1. 3. THE FRENCH LIEUTENANT’S WOMAN: GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

In The French Lieutenant’s Woman (1969), a pioneering neo(Victorian novel, John Fowles uses a Victorian love plot, but gives it an unorthodox postmodern treatment. The novel in a sense ‘invokes the past or the socially remote’ like a traditional romance and at the same time asserts the timelessness of the Victorian love triangle. It explores the pros and cons of Victorian gender stereotypes and discovers a way of representing and comprehending them quite unknown to the Moderns. The novel foregrounds the eroticism of forbidden love and exposes the monotony of bourgeois marital love. The novel is predicated on the romantic triangle of Charles / Sarah / Ernestina and the other themes like Darwinism, Victorian medical science, class rivalry and the Woman question exist in relation to it. Fowles makes Sarah the unsung Victorian mother of contemporary feminist emancipation and a prototypical feminist at odds with Victorian patriarchy.
2.1.4. SUMMARY OF THE PLOT

The plot of the novel has been resolved by through three different endings. This is a part of the postmodern experimentation with Victorian textual conventions in the text. The story revolves around the characters of Charles Smithson, her fiancé, Ernestina Freeman and the fallen woman figure of Sarah Woodruff, named locally in Lyme Regis, Dorset as “The French Lieutenant’s Woman”. Charles encounters Sarah just before her marriage with Ernestina and fails to resist the temptation of having a torrid affair with Sarah, already disgraced as the “French Lieutenant’s Whore”. Initially Charles finds it difficult to accept his feelings for the outcast and low-class Sarah, and even visits Dr Grogan to discuss the nature of her melancholia and seductive nature. But ultimately, passion overtakes rationality, and Charles fails to resist Sarah’s advances. He ends up sleeping with her in the Endicott hotel, and startlingly discovers that Sarah is a virgin. This also makes him realize that Sarah’s image as the fallen woman is not only an exaggeration but a part of her clever self-fabrication to draw his sympathy. By the time Charles wakes up, Sarah has also mysteriously disappeared. Then this love affair takes many twists and turns until the three mutually conflicting endings are provided: in the first ending Charles seduces Sarah but like a hypocritical Victorian gentleman marries the rich and respectable Ernestina who condones his lechery, and predictably the ravished Sarah is forced to join the flesh trade. In the second ending, Charles braves all social odds to reject Ernestina and after his long quest for Sarah finds her in London with the Pre-Raphaelite circle of artists and marries her. In this ending she has a love-child with him called Lalage. In the third ending, which Fowles preferred the most, Sarah rejects Charles since she wants to remain independent and self-reliant and become an artist in London, but Charles does not go back to Ernestina. In the last ending, Sarah’s betrayal, desertion and subsequent rejection of Charles creates an epiphanic self-awareness in the hero’s mind, which also enables him to transcend his typical Victorian hypocrisy and confusion of values. 

2.1.5. PARODY OF VICTORIAN TEXTUAL CONVENTIONS AND NARRATIVE TECHNIQUES
In this postmodern era of the decentring of identity, ever since Jean Francois Lyotard has explained the collapse of the Western metanarratives of Enlightenment modernity there has been an increasing focus on the localized micro-narratives that decipher hidden and repressed histories. The term which has accrued maximum critical acceptance is Linda Hutcheon’s coinage “historiographic metafiction” that has become the umbrella term for all kinds of contemporary novels about history. Lukács’s very Hegelian emphasis on the integral relation between mass experience and the Grand Narrative of History has led postmodern theorists like Hutcheon to challenge categorically the cardinal mimetic assumptions of the traditional historical novel and simultaneously refute his endorsement of naïve bourgeois realism as well as his melioristic notion of linear historical progress. Hutcheon’s re(formulation precisely brings out the typical characteristics of the postmodern version of the traditional historical novel:

Historiographic metafiction refutes the natural or common-sense methods of distinguishing between historical fact and fiction. It refuses the view that only history has a truth claim, both by questioning the ground of that claim in historiography and by asserting that both history and fiction are discourses, human constructs, signifying systems and both derive their major claim to truth from that identity. This kind of postmodern fiction also refuses the relegation of the extratextual past to the domain of historiography in the name of the autonomy of art. 

But Hutcheon is not endorsing the simplistic nineteenth century idea of treating history and fiction as complementary concepts since she finds in the contemporary novelistic treatment of history a characteristic postmodern “non(totalizing” response. These novels are not dialectical, but contradict the same discourses they endorse. This “political doubleness” of postmodern aesthetics is best resolved in what Hutcheon calls the postmodern version of (creative) parody that both affirms and subverts the power of the representation of history. She makes it clear that historiographic metafiction cannot reject the past directly and instead sustains itself by intertextually incorporating and, thereby, controlling the past. She keenly maintains that the overall effect of the blend of the historical and the imaginary is achieved by collapsing the porous boundaries between history and fiction.
  
She also notes that over the last few decades, postmodern literature, especially novels have shown the tendency of constant hybridity in form and hence, they have deployed the narrative devices previously exclusive to poetry, autobiography, history, biography and several other major and minor narrative forms.  She further states that due to its hybridity, historiographic metafiction has become a complex institutional and discursive network of élite, official and popular cultures, using themes and ideas from a wide range of social disciplines. Another important factor in this debate is the decline of faith in traditional historical realism. The point of consideration is not how realistically and objectively a postmodern text revives the historical past, but how it uses historical imagination to transfigure the factual residues of the past. According to Alison Lee, these aesthetic criteria of objectivity, verisimilitude and didacticism are intrinsically linked with the Realist fiction of the nineteenth century. By discussing the entire gamut of Structuralist and Post(Structuralist rejection of conventional Realism, Lee proposes that postmodern writers deliberately use Realist conventions and concepts towards ironical contradiction and exposure of the ideology of bourgeois realism. She extends her discussion to the subversive representation of history in contemporary fiction echoing both historian Hayden White and literary theorist Hutcheon and also establishes how contemporary novels about history borrow and subvert the paradigms of the nineteenth century Realist historical romance.

Fowles’s novel is a paradigmatic historiographic metafiction in the sense that it re-calls and re-invents the Victorian past through fictional narrative devices like use of epigraphs from Victorians writers and thinkers, parodies of the “classic Realist” novel and he also makes ample use of intertextual and historical allusions to the nineteenth-century to enrich his postmodern version of the historical past. The novel is an imitation of historiography, ways of writing history, hence the term “historiographic”, and uses fiction to dilute or hybridize the official representation of history. There are several chapters of authorial commentary in the text that make anachronistic allusions to the postmodern present and highlight the anxieties, uncertainties and creative blocks suffered by the so-called author-genius. These are the metafictional sections in the text where the author not only reveals the gaps and fissures in his historical imagination, but also addresses the reader to unravel the self-reflexive and auto-conscious nature of his fictional narrative. 
Through the character of Sarah he explores the myth of the “Fallen Woman” popularized in cultural narratives of the Victorian age, and enlivens his representation of the past by using several textual quotations and references from Victorian intellectuals as diverse as Tennyson, Hardy, Darwin, Marx and Clough to name a few. Apart from the fallen heroine, the stereotypical images of Victorian society like the pure virgin Ernestina, the “angel of the house” Mrs Talbot, Sarah’s employer, the prudish and stiff widow Mrs Poulteney, the patriarchal physician, Dr Grogan and the clever bourgeois baron, Mr Freeman, and the dedicated yet ambitious servants, Sam and Mary crowd the plot of the novel to lend an authentic flavour to this postmodern representation of a by-gone era. This brings his narrative very near to the mammoth Victorian novels that expressed the diversity and chaos of the Victorian social environment with scientific precision. However, Fowles uses subtle touches of irony, humour and satire to deflate these standard clichés about the nineteenth-century by exposing the hollowness, hypocrisy and discrimination that characterized that era.
 Fowles is also the very dynamic postmodern version of the Victorian omnipotent and omniscient author, and that makes him subvert some of the chosen textual devices of the canonical nineteenth-century realist novels. Moreover, his use of the strategy of providing three endings to the novel both repeats as well as subverts the traditional Realist devices of narrative closure. Apart from the self-conscious commentary of the metafictional author/narrator in the text, the component of having multiple endings is both experimental and deconstructive. It unsettles any pre-conceived notions about a happy or tragic closure and makes the conclusion very open-ended, fluid and reader-response oriented. His use of the Victorians might by somewhat parasitical and disparaging, but he ignites the imagination of the readers to re-live the Victorian past through a presentist understanding of the contributions and legacies of the nineteenth-century to the postmodern present.
2.1.6. THEMES

Gender, Romantic love and the paradoxes of female rebellion 
John Fowles’s The French Lieutenant’s Woman (1969) is a romantic novel set in the Victorian period that explores the standard social ambivalences and tensions determining Victorian gender discourses. The romantic plot consists of the love triangle between Charles Smithson, Sarah Woodruff and Ernestina Freeman. The narrator both strives to maintain the effect of realistic narration in this romantic narrative and contradicts any definite closure to the love story by suggesting three different logical but mutually conflicting endings. Simultaneously, Fowles’s claims to feministic catholicity are equally indeterminate and open to inconsistencies and contradictions. The Victorian proto(feministic male authors like George Gissing and Thomas Hardy and the female New Woman novelists like Sarah Grand and Olive Schreiner, who have provided the inspiration behind this novel were equally ambivalent about Victorian sexual politics. Fowles purposively retains their ambiguity in his representation of Victorian patriarchy and its gender ideology.


All Fowles’s critics generally argue that The French Lieutenant’s Woman is a significant and thought(provoking contribution on the Victorian gender ideology. But they are eternally divided about which position Fowles endorses in relation to the Victorian Woman Question. By providing more than one ending to his novel, he seems to occupy multiple ideological positions about the treatment of Victorian gender issues. He can be genuinely admiring, supportive, emphatic as well as subtly patronizing, highly duplicitous and patriarchal in articulating his stand on the Victorian gender debates. While his responses to manhood have been very critical, his attitude to womanhood has been deliberately ironical and mutually conflicting. His critical reappraisal of Victorian gender discourses resembles the self(contradictory narrative forms of the nouveau roman and historiographic metafiction. In his critical essays and occasional interviews, Fowles has repeatedly defined himself as a ‘feminist’ male writer. He has made no explicit reference to any specific contemporary feminist school of thought and has always managed to avoid answering how his variety of feminism relates to any particular brand of academic feminism. Responding to critic Pamela Cooper’s objections that all his female characters are passive objects of male desire or inspirational Muse figures but not independently creative themselves, he confesses that he finds women erotic and enigmatic.


The coincidence of the period of the rise of radical feminism in the early 1970s and the composition and publication of this novel around 1969 should not be overlooked. Fowles has written this novel in an intellectual climate ripe for a revolutionary upsurge of feminism. This period is historically akin to the 1860s in Victorian society, when the Woman Question became almost a prototypical feminist movement. Moreover, 1867, the year in which this novel begins, is also the time of the publication of John Stuart Mill’s The Subjection of Women, a formidable male defence of Victorian female emancipation. In the light of these similarities, one can conclude that in the 1960s, Fowles, a male writer, moves a hundred years back to re-examine sympathetically and critically the tensions, doubts and ambivalences attending the rise of Victorian feminism, the prototype of contemporary radical feminism. This further proves that when the historical past is interrogated, it is not done in oblivion of contemporary concerns. Thus, the past and the present come closer in their ability to reflect on each other.

The trajectory of his heroine in this novel is very radical. Sarah Woodruff is the archetypal man-eater, a confident critique of Victorian gender norms and a self-labelled “fallen woman”. Despite showing resistance to Victorian gender stereotyping, the end Sarah Woodruff achieves is not quite revolutionary and emancipatory. She does not turn out to be a social leader/activist for the cause of feminism, but remains a fetishistic model for a voluptuous artistic group and depends on them economically and professionally. Fowles denies her true emancipatory potential, she is unable to preach her gospel of truth, spread her laws of freedom and inspire other women. Fowles makes her the isolated crusader enjoying her own liberty without getting any scope to join feminist activism in Victorian urban society. Sarah remains the prototypical feminist envisioning gender equality, though unable to enjoy such equality in reality. Fowles makes her a symbolic figure, who can at best provide inspiration to contemporary feminists. It is not Sarah herself, but her evolutionary legatee, the twentieth-century feminist, who carries the crusade against patriarchy to its climax. In other words, Fowles by closely imitating or parodying Victorian liberal humanists like Mill and Hardy remains a proto(feminist, endorsing the rights of women and condemning the double standard of Victorian patriarchy, but unable to suggest constructive alternatives to gender stereotyping. Here, Fowles’s gender ideology also reflects some of the sexual and moral ambivalence of the New Woman writers. In the words of Jill Larson, it was Sarah Grand, Thomas Hardy and Olive Schreiner, who critically depicted ‘the late(Victorian feminist as someone who [felt] as deeply as she [thought] and, in fact, suffer[ed] because her emotions and ideas [were] so difficult to disentangle’. Their love lives were complicated by their desire for male love and the ironical rejection of gender assumptions that produced such love. Inevitably, experimenting with relationships earned them the status of flirts and whores, but respectable Victorian women zealously avoided these labels. These Victorian feminists were confronted with a realization of their aspirations and the simultaneous inability to materialize them in an age not ripe enough for complete female emancipation.

Issues of class and social status
Fowles uses class as the prime dynamic in Charles’s relations with both Sarah and Ernestina. Sarah neither gets vocational opportunities nor respect due to her humble background. In the Lyme Regis society, rife with class, economic divisions and provincial biases, her personal merits go virtually unrecognized because she is forced to become a governess, a kind of surplus woman. Any ambition on her part to rise higher is immoral, indicating her dissatisfaction with her position in society. Her desire for a happy married life with a gentleman is transgressive in a class hierarchy categorizing talented but economically bankrupt women as ‘surplus’ maidens. Ernestina’s match with Charles spawns from her father, Mr Freeman’s desire to improve his own social status by marrying his daughter with an aristocrat. Through the token of his daughter, Mr Freeman wants an entry into a relation with aristocracy, a connection worth cultivating for its prestige. He also remotely aims to convert his aristocratic son(in(law to the ways of the bourgeoisie, so that the Charles(Ernestina pair combines both social honour and wealth. With his book-keeping mind, Mr Freeman calculates the best and most profitable inter(class marriage for his daughter. In Chapter Eleven, Fowles satirizes the confounded reaction of Charles, Ernestina’s sentimentality and Mr Freeman’s mercenary attitude in the following words:


No words were needed. Ernestina ran into her mother’s opened arms, and twice as many tears as before began to fall. Meanwhile the two men stood smiling at each other; the one as if he had just concluded an excellent business deal, the other as if he was not quite sure which planet he had just landed on, but sincerely hoped the natives were friendly.

This coveted union on the basis of class and economic standard ignores the importance of mutual understanding and passion required to sustain marriage. Charles’s subsequent loss of ancestral property and his disregard for a career in commerce nullify Mr Freeman’s calculations. The love between Charles and Ernestina is also not deep and passionate because of the reservations and secret prejudices they harbour against each other. Their relationship is confusing, mechanical and predictable because it lacks the characteristic enigma of the Charles(Sarah romance. In Chapter Two, Fowles shows how Charles is enamoured by one passionate glance from the strange woman by the sea, Sarah Woodruff and he also makes us notice how Charles feels vaguely bored of Ernestina’s frivolity and small talk. Although Ernestina completely fails to bring out the romantic side of Charles, Sarah’s advances make the true romantic side of his nature to flourish. Sarah reminds Charles of the emptiness in his life and makes him see through Ernestina’s pettiness and fall out of love with her. Ernestina is also implicitly uncomfortable, shouldering the duties and responsibilities of a married woman, but suppresses her doubts to act the martyr figure since ‘the cross had to be borne’. She never conveys her doubts to Charles and irritates him with her petty queries on the décor of their new house and other such everyday trifles. Their relationship is weak because it is based on moral constraint, social duty and compromise rather than true passion and emotional commitment.


On the other hand, Sarah is victimized in a class(divided provincial society for her poverty. She overcomes this discrimination in a more egalitarian city life, where she earns by herself. She is, thus, less fettered to her parental class than Ernestina. Being a farmer girl, Sarah is attached to Nature, but has nothing else in common with the other women of the peasant class. But Ernestina is the typical daughter of a nouveau riche bourgeois family and has nothing exceptional to stand out in the herd of frivolous, nubile girls of her social standing. Class hierarchy and conflict, finally, affect the destiny of the love triangle due to Charles’s servant, Sam Weller’s cunning intervention, which determines his master’s romantic life to a large extent. Sam and Mary are very crucial characters in relation to the discussion of class issues in the novel as they both aspire to happy domesticity and a sound income. Sam is always denigrated by Charles for being a mere servant, but Sam has enough individuality to reject his service in search of a better career in business. According to the Marxian ideas and epigraphs used in the text, Sam and Mary are the aspiring lower-classes in that age, who were able to consolidate their social and economic positions through individual enterprise and not through mere servitude to the higher classes.
Victorian sexuality and prudery
If financial matters and social status condition heterosexual love, sexuality also becomes an intrinsic factor in forming and sustaining it.  Fowles critic Klaus Brax notes that he has been criticized for de(sexualizing the Victorians to establish Sarah’s sexuality as uniquely erotic. Fowles’s attitude is Bloomsburyian in the sense that he mocks the middle(class fear of sexuality in both Ernestina and Mrs Poulteney. He deliberately describes the sexual fears and frustrations of these two women to magnify and reinforce Sarah’s bold articulation of sexual desire. According to Victorian socio-sexual standards, Sarah’s desire is highly unconventional. One must keep in mind that it is this very unusual, un(Victorian lack of inhibition that Fowles wants to establish in Sarah. This assertion makes him declare that in a hostile and sexually repressive environment Sarah is carrying out a personal crusade against Victorian sexual hypocrisy. In a way, Sarah, thus, has been configured as a sex object by the author. David Landrum complains against Fowles’s conservative heterosexism because the author carefully rules out any narrative possibility, which might convert the sexually emancipated Sarah into a lesbian.


Fowles is, however, not completely silent on the efflorescence of commodified sexuality in Victorian urban society. Charles’s city nights introduce us to the London underworld of different forms of fetishized sexuality like pornography, prostitution and striptease. In Chapter Thirty(Five, Fowles critiques the easy and cheap availability of clandestine sex in Victorian urban culture and the plethora of public discourses that either rationalized or regimented sexuality. In this chapter, Fowles also admires Victorian prudence in enjoying sex as according to him, the Victorians took sex seriously and practised abstinence to hold on to sexual ecstasy rather than monotonizing the act through over(indulgence. They were also the first to grant sexual pleasure precedence by inventing contraceptives. In one of the endings, he shows how the Victorian world practised commodified forms of eroticism, in which both Sarah and Charles participate, the former as a prostitute and the latter as a consumer. But the sexual content of the novel is brief and discreet and does not aim at titillating the readers. Sexual descriptions never pander to vulgarity or serve as a ruse to attract readers. Fowles also makes sexual wisdom a necessary prerequisite to Sarah’s freedom. Sarah needs Charles’s sexual attention to attain enlightenment and emancipation. Her freedom is achieved at the cost of her loss of chastity. She does not find sexual consummation degrading like average Victorian girls. She recognizes the reality and importance of sex in Romantic love. The Undercliff, where the Sarah(Charles affair begins, is imagined by Mrs Poulteney as a haunt of sexual sins. It has been suggested from an ecological perspective that this place is also a natural haven for lovers to consolidate their emotional and sexual bonding. Both Sam and Mary experiment with their sexual chemistry freely in the Undercliff. This secluded and wild natural spot provides freedom denied in provincial public life. On the contrary, what is partly permissible in the servant class is completely a taboo in the upper classes. Therefore, Charles and Ernestina lack the privacy to develop a better bonding through sexual intimacy. Sarah, however, without subscribing to any particular class code, enjoys the freedom and openness of the Undercliff. She explores her sexual liberation in the Undercliff where she gets physically intimate with Charles. 
Victorian science and the rise of Darwinism
This novel engages with quotations from Darwin’s works in some of the epigraphs and is a reprisal of the debate on Victorian evolutionary theories. Sarah’s sexual boldness turns on its head Darwinian assumptions about female passivity in human courtship. Sarah pursues and wins over Charles, rather than waiting for him to make any amorous advances. It is a struggle between the coy and affected Ernestina and the attractive and ravishing Sarah for the possession of Charles. Sarah’s pursuit of Charles reverses the misogynistic implications of Darwinian sexual selection and Galtonian eugenics because she actively chooses her partner. From the point of view of eugenics, Sarah as a woman is more morally responsible for choosing a partner who can match up with her personality and moral integrity so that she can produce a good future progeny. From the ecological perspective, as the ‘Green Woman’, she represents nature and the sexual dynamic of the natural world, where the female of the species chooses the male. But Victorian science connived to ignore and subvert this logic in the name of Victorian patriarchy. Charles comes to the Undercliff in search of scientific knowledge and is surprisingly enamoured by the charming simplicity and wild passion of Sarah. The fossils that Charles wants to collect out of his mere amateurish interest in Darwinism is undercut by Sarah’s possession of some such fossils which she hands to him, subtly underscoring the fact that Sarah has much better understanding of nature than her urban lover.
2.1.7. CHARACTERIZATION

Sarah Woodruff 
Sarah has the feeling of a woman, but the intellect of a man and her activities negate traditional Victorian assumptions about women. The quest of her life is not love and emotional stability but the essential Existential qualities embodied by the ‘female principle’. As a literary character, Sarah is Fowles’s special creation; a cross(breed between the gritty and unconventional Victorian New Woman and the pretty and vulnerable passive female victims of Victorian literature. 


Sarah displays the impersonality, mental strength and in a negative sense, the treacherous selfishness that most Victorian men were permitted to express without remorse, guilt and responsibility in a male(dominated society. She performs the seductive roles of the likes of Victorian fictional heroes, George Eliot’s Squire Donnithorne and Thomas Hardy’s Sergeant Troy and Alec D’Urberville, who exploited women for their lust but easily avoided the blame for it. Fowles turns this Victorian male hypocrisy on its head by making the hero, Charles; suffer the same degradation and emotional bankruptcy that Victorian heroines generally encountered. It is also no coincidence that the hero of Fowles’s Victorian novel is an aristocrat and his heroine is an apparently powerless and underprivileged village woman. It is an instance of Fowles’s redemption of Victorian female victimization through Sarah’s fictional revenge. 


 Sarah is figured as a total outcast, without parents, relatives and friends in her youth. She also bears the onus of a failed affair with a deceptive and married French sailor, Varguennes. She is enlightened and better educated than most girls of her age and class and has an interest in fossils. She knows French, good embroidery, contemporary literature and is also able to fend for herself. With these accomplishments, she is more of marriage material than the modest Mrs Talbot and the frivolous Ernestina. Sarah’s affair with Varguennes is a disastrous consequence of her jealous dissatisfaction with Mrs Talbot’s happy family life. Craving for such happiness, an imagined perfection, she loves Varguennes, the false and elusive French sailor. Thus, she essentially harbours the average middle(class dream of happy domesticity. Being jilted, she invents her own image as the ideal ‘other’, the fallen woman seeking self(ostracism from Victorian respectable society. She converts her marginality to a source of strength. Therefore, she seems to enjoy her outsider’s status and does not feel embarrassed for being shamelessly fallen:


‘I am a doubly dishonoured woman. By circumstances. And by choice. …What has kept me alive is my shame, my knowing that I am truly not like other women. I shall never have children, a husband, and those innocent happinesses they have. And they will never understand the reason for my crime…Sometimes I almost pity them. I think I have a freedom they cannot understand. No insult, no blame, can touch me. Because I have set myself beyond the pale. I am nothing. I am hardly human any more. I am the French Lieutenant’s Whore’. 

Charles tries to offer her impersonal help, but this time Sarah wants nothing less because she simply wants to possess him both physically and emotionally. She wants neither marriage nor any permanent commitment. She also fully gives in to the idea that marital bonding does not ensure happiness and freedom. Instead, she transfers her faith to an intuitive wisdom as a source of individual strength and freedom.
Fowles uses the conflict of emotions and intellect encountered by urbane Victorian woman to demystify it. This ironically shows how such uncertainties in romance can only breed anxiety and frustration, but cannot bring peace of mind and happiness. What Sarah really achieves for herself is the simplest capacity to move in and out of heterosexual affairs. But that cannot count for total freedom because she is free but alone. Even her fellow sisters in bondage do not accept her credo, and consider her freaky and outlandish. The relative impersonality she achieves in love is not reflected in her economic or cultural attitudes because she still needs the patronage of a male(dominated artistic group. Fowles’s heroine shows the fatuity of individual resistance that cannot transform others. Fowles celebrates her (fictional) achievement a hundred years later since in her own age her rebellious individuality would have been either ignored or misunderstood. Her dilemmas are reflective of the many contradictions that defined and determined the Victorian gender ideology. Fowles brings out these ambiguities in the Victorian patriarchal psyche by indicating how intelligent and self-willed women were perceived with doubt and suspicion in an age that ironically initiated and promoted the Woman Question. His historical novel connects the many contradictions of the Victorian gender ideology with a romantic narrative that both re-inforces and dismantles the nineteenth-century patriarchal clichés about gender, love and marriage.

Charles Smithson
Charles Smithson is the aristocratic hero of the novel whose manhood is ironically brought under scanner in several situations and experiences in the narrative. Charles sets out as a self-assured wealthy urbanite; he has enjoyed life and travelled widely across the continent. He is mostly engaged in hedonistic pursuits and only has a very vague interest in evolutionary science. He is the typical representative of the Victorian aristocrats who did not have to earn a living but depended entirely on ancestral wealth. Then suddenly his family fortunes are reduced by his uncle’s decision to marry at a very advanced age. Under these circumstances, he becomes a self-seeking opportunist interested in bourgeois wealth and decides to marry the wealthy heiress Ernestina despite prejudices against the newly rich bourgeois. He is also the deceptive lover cheating on his fiancé as he keeps secretly pursuing the fallen woman Sarah. Simultaneously, he is the morally confused, cowardly, hypocritical and prudish gentleman pursuing a fallen woman, and finally he is overpowered by Sarah’s very domineering presence in the novel. Through him Fowles represents the strengths and weakness of the typical Victorian gentleman. In the first two endings, his respective images as the treacherous aristocrat and the arduous romantic lover are brought out effectively. He either feels it safe to go back to Ernestina or rejects her for Sarah. In the third ending he is completely rejected by Sarah, a move he finds both unexpected and mortifying. Certain commentators on Fowles consider Sarah the Jungian ‘anima’, who elevates Charles from the ‘hoi polloi’ to the ‘aristoi’. Charles achieves a certain kind of uniqueness through Sarah’s seduction. He learns to see the world in a much less hypocritical way after his affair with Sarah and that brings a somewhat positive transformation in his character in the third ending of the novel. 
Ernestina Freeman
Ernestina Freeman, the rich and spoilt daughter of the bourgeois baron is a naïve Victorian virgin who is at the receiving end of most of the events and experiences offered by the novel. Fowles treats her with severity and makes her suffer the most in this unconventional love story where her traditional values are at stake. She is not Charles’s choice for her own qualities but because of her father’s wealth. She has all the qualities of a typical Victorian ‘angel in the house’ but has very little strength of mind and a well-defined personality. She exists as a foil to Sarah’s fallen nature. The Charles(Ernestina affair is typically mundane and suffers from want of passion and good mutual understanding. Ernestina remarks that Charles is too scientific, unromantic and lacks conventional male gallantry. In this respect, she is correct because Charles is never really interested in amorous flirtations with nubile coquettes, a commonplace pastime in fashionable élite circles. In Chapter Eleven, while narrating the genesis of the Charles(Ernestina love story, Fowles proves Charles’s lack of interest in conventional romantic courtships and also shows how Ernestina attracts him with her clever and unpredictable behaviour, although, Fowles quickly downsizes her cleverness by pointing out that her manners and her marriage proposal to Charles were similar to those ‘women who in the London of the time haunted the doorways round the Haymarket’. Fowles, here, is emphasizing Charles’s inability to recognize Ernestina’s mediocrity. In the first ending, she becomes the deceived wife of an aristocratic infidel and in the last two endings she is unambiguously rejected by the hero as a shallow and inadequate life partner. 
Minor Characters
This novel has an interesting array of characters who lend ample support to the main characters to make the narrative dynamic and interesting. Some of these are obvious postmodern caricatures of Victorian stereotypes. The most satirized character is that of Mrs Poulteney, the widowed employer of Sarah after she is branded as fallen and unchaste by the provincial community. Mrs Poulteney is a repressed and mean Victorian widow, who does charity for the sake of redemption, but in actuality she is cruel and hypocritical. She has very little respect for her servants and fails to understand Sarah’s  quiet dignity and moral worth. The author satirises her false sense of virtue as she is inimical of sexuality and romantic love. The other significant minor character is that of the psychologist Dr Grogan. He is very experienced and tries to undo Charles’s fatal obsession for Sarah. He is a misogynist who uses scientific rhetoric to criticize Sarah’s melancholia and warns Charles that she has the potential to unsettle and disgrace him like the Emile de Ronciere case, where a woman spurned in love brings fasle charges of rape against a respectable gentleman. He is the voice of Victorian scientific rationality in the novel. Two other significant minor characters already mentioned are that of Sam and Mary, the servant figures most visible in the narrative. They represent the lower echelons of society, but they are very ambitious and hard-working. They are always regarded with snobbery by their respective owners, so they ultimately reject their services to get married and set up their own business. They represent the power of the have-nots/working population in the nineteenth-century. The role of Mr Freeman, Ernestina’s rich father is brief but significant. He is the typical bourgeois business in the novel, who calculates with a book-keeping conscience. He wants Charles as his son-in-law so that he gets related to the aristocratic class, and in the second ending inflicts great humiliation against Charles for rejecting and disgracing his daughter. The presence of Aunt Tranter, Ernestina’s female relative and Sarah’s stay as a governess with Mrs Talbot are also important in this respect. They are typical Victorian women confined to the household whether as spinsters or as wives and mothers. These women are similar to Ernestina’s kind and class, yet they are very removed from the kind of recalcitrant and self-confident single woman like Sarah, the New Woman figure in the novel.
2.1.8. SUMMING UP/CONCLUSION

Thus, Fowles’s novel has magnified the subtle nuances and ambivalence of Victorian sexual politics. Fowles’s novel establishes Sarah Woodruff as the prototypical Victorian feminist, a sort of firstwave feminist, who is celebrated by the author as a historical pioneer of contemporary feminist. She is a talented, liberated and bold New Woman, who easily transcends her weakness for her aristocratic lover, Charles Smithson. She moves out to the city to work for the Pre(Raphaelites, she achieves a vocation but not total economic self(reliance. In the three given endings, she is fully reliant on patriarchy either as Charles’s wife, a city prostitute or as a model for the Pre(Raphaelite artists. Her independence is wholly confined to matters emotional and sexual, not financial. By the way of conclusion, it can be said that Fowles’s novel undermines as well as reinforces some of the stereotypes deployed by Victorian patriarchy to explain Romantic love.

2.1.9 ASSIGNMENT/IMPORTANT QUESTIONS

Long questions:

1. Write a note on the character of Sarah Woodruff in The French Lieutenant’s Woman.
2. How does class and economic issues become a major concern of John Fowles’s The French Lieutenant’s Woman? 
3. Discuss Fowles’s The French Lieutenant’s Woman as a historiographic metafiction.
4. How does the plot of the novel parody the textual conventions of Victorian Realism? 

5. Is the findings and debates of Victorian science one of the major issues in John Fowles’s The French Lieutenant’s Woman? Discuss with suitable examples from the text.

6. How effectively does the author use the device of the three endings to resolve the Romantic tensions in the love triangle presented in the novel?
7. Briefly analyse the role of the minor characters in the novel.
8. Comment on Fowles’s critique of Victorian patriarchy and the representation of Victorian sexual and moral double standards in The French Lieutenant’s Woman.

9. What are Fowles’s views on Victorian sexuality in The French Lieutenant’s Woman?
10. Discuss the novel’s representation of Victorian Romantic love and the sexual politics that determined it.

Short questions:

1. Comment on the characters of Sam, Mary and the role of servants.

2. Discuss the appropriateness of the title of The French Lieutenant’s Woman
3. Discuss the role of the Undercliff in the novel.

4. Discuss the importance of the Pre-Raphaelite circle of artists in the formation of Sarah’s individuality.
5. Write a brief note on the characters of Charles and Ernestina in the novel.
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