
THE VICTORIAN FAMILY:  FUNCTIONS AND DYSFUNCTIONS   
ENGL 4435  •  Mon/Wed. 2:00-3:20 pm  •  LANG 312 
 
Professor Nora Gilbert 
Office:  LANG 408-E 
Email:  nora.gilbert@unt.edu 
Office hours:  M/W 3:30-4:30 pm 
 
Course description:            
 
Sarah Stickney Ellis was by no means alone when, in 1845, she declared the importance of family to 
the construction of an English national identity: “There is an honest pride which every true heart has 
a right to feel, and England’s pride should be in the inviolable sanctity of her household hearths.”  
Ellis is, here, participating in the Victorian period’s unprecedented campaign to celebrate the virtues 
of domesticity—virtues which could be used to shape and contain the newly-dominant middle class, 
and also to justify the imperialist project of bending all the world’s will to the “superior” principles 
and ideals of Mother England. The Victorian obsession with happy homes and family values had a 
considerable impact on the literary production of the time, yet the kinds of domestic tales that the 
most celebrated writers of the era decided to tell are often deeply and disturbingly dysfunctional. 
This course will examine contrasting representations of the family in various forms of Victorian 
writing (with an emphasis on the mainstream realist novel), and will consider the relationship 
between those representations and the broader socio-political movements of nineteenth-century 
Britain. Though I will certainly guide our class discussions and make sure that we cover all of the 
textual and historical ground that I consider to be the most interesting and the most important, I will 
not be lecturing at you. We will be working through these materials together, and your participation 
and thoughts and questions are not only desired but required. 

Books to purchase:            
 
Emily Brontë, Wuthering Heights  
Charles Dickens, Great Expectations  
Elizabeth Gaskell, Ruth 
Thomas Hardy, Jude the Obscure 
Henry James, What Maisie Knew 
Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest 
 
Grade breakdown:            
 
Participation and effort:  15% 
Reading check-ins (quizzes and in-class response papers):  20% 
Research presentation:  10% 
3-4 page research paper:  15% 
5-6 page critical essay:  25% 
Final exam:  15% 
 
Participation and effort:  Because your participation is so crucial to the fabric of this class, it will 
comprise 15% of your grade. Attendance obviously affects your ability to participate, so all missed 
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or tardy classes will serve to lower your participation grade. I will also take into consideration the 
effort you have put forth in the class overall when determining your participation grade; if you are 
uncomfortable talking in class, you can contribute to this portion of your grade by coming to talk to 
me about the texts and/or your work outside of class. 
 
Reading check-ins:  You cannot participate if you don’t come to class, but you also cannot participate if 
you don’t do the reading.  To give you extra motivation to keep up with the reading on a regular 
basis, there will be plot-point quizzes and brief, in-class response papers to specific questions at the 
beginning of certain classes scattered randomly throughout the semester.  Glancing over Spark 
Notes will not enable you to do well on these check-ins; reading the actual texts, however, will make 
this portion of your grade a breeze. No check-ins may be made up, but the lowest two scores of the 
semester will be dropped. 
 
Research presentation:  After informing me of your top 5 topic choices, I will assign you a topic for 
your Victorian “cultural context” research, as well as a research partner. You and your partner will 
be responsible for performing historical research on your given topic and jointly presenting that 
research to the class in an 8-10 minute oral presentation. Please try to make this presentation as 
engaging and informative as possible; it should have a multimedia component (e.g., music, images, 
powerpoint) and include primary periodical research, which I’ll show you how to perform in class. 
Each presentation should conclude with each presenter posing one question to the class that relates 
the topic to the reading of the day or to the themes we have been discussing in class more broadly. 
 
Research paper:  One week from the day you do your oral presentation, a 3-4 pg. (double-spaced) 
research paper based on that presentation will be due. (Presentation partners will each turn in their 
own, separately written papers.) You do not need to tie your discussion to any of the class-assigned 
texts, though you are welcome to do so if you feel such a connection would be appropriate. 
 
List of research topics (Top 5 choices due to me by 8/26): 
 
• Orphans/wards/adoption 
• Child-rearing/education  
• Divorce/custody issues 
• Imperial relations/“Mother England” 
• Domestic abuse (spousal and child) 
• Medical family issues (childbirth/nursing/infectious diseases) 
• Women entering the workforce 
• Property/inheritance laws (including coverture) 
• “Spinsters” and “Confirmed Bachelors” 
• Bigamy/adultery 
• Child mortality/infanticide 
• “Fallen” women 
• Class mobility and the family  
• Sibling relationships/incest 
 
Critical essay:  The major assignment of this class is a 5-6 pg. (double-spaced) critical essay exploring 
one or more of the texts on the syllabus. Ideally, this paper will utilize the cultural context research 
you have performed for your oral presentation, but if you are not feeling inspired by that general 
topic you are permitted to go in another direction—provided that you discuss that new direction 
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with me in person or via email in advance. You will first turn in a complete draft of the paper and I 
will provide detailed feedback on it, but no grade. (If you do not turn in your paper by the first draft 
due date, you forfeit your right to that feedback.) You will then have the opportunity to revise and 
resubmit the paper in light of my comments, and I will assign a grade to the final product at the end 
of the semester. 
 
Final exam:  The final exam will be your way of showing me what you’re coming away with at the 
end of the semester.  It will consist of passage identifications/analyses, character comparisons, and 
short essay questions, and will be given in our regular classroom on Mon, 12/7, from 1:30-3:30 pm. 
 
Course policies:            
 
Email:  I will, on occasion, send important messages via my official class email list; please begin 
checking your UNT email address on a regular basis if you are not already doing so. On the other 
end of the equation, I make it a policy to respond to student emails within 24 hours; if by any 
chance you do not receive a response within that time frame, please resend your email to make sure 
it did not somehow disappear in the internet ether. 
 
Laptops and cell phones:  Because this class is discussion/idea-based (rather than lecture/fact-based) 
and because you are required to purchase hard copies of all the assigned novels and I will provide 
handouts of all the assigned shorter readings, you will be freed from the modern dependence on 
technology for the three hours you are with me each week. If you plan to take notes, bring a pen! 
 
Plagiarism: If you fail to give full credit to the sources you are citing, lift a paper off of the internet, 
reuse a paper that was written for another class, or have someone else write any part of your paper 
for you, you are plagiarizing and I will catch you doing so.  (All papers must be uploaded to 
turnitin.com via the course’s Blackboard page.)  Plagiarism will result in failure of the course and 
permanent documentation on your academic record.  Zero tolerance policy.   

Students with Disabilities: Anyone with a disability requiring accommodation must present a written 
accommodation request to me within eleven days of the first class session. Copies of the school’s 
ADA Compliance Policy, Policy on Auxiliary Aids and Reasonable Accommodation, and the ADA 
Grievance Procedures are available through the main office of the School of Library and 
Information Sciences (940-565-2445). It is also recommended that you register with the Office of 
Disability Accommodation (940-565-4323). 

Discussion schedule:            
 
8/24:   Class introduction 
 
8/26:   Contextualizing Victorian prose: 
  Sarah Stickney Ellis, from The Women of England 
  John Stuart Mill, from The Subjection of Women 
  Caroline Norton, from A Letter to the Queen 
  David Livingstone, from Missionary Travels and Researches in South Africa 
  Florence Nightingale, from Cassandra 
  Queen Victoria, from Letters to Her Daughter, the Princess Royal 
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8/31:   Charles Dickens, Great Expectations, Ch. 1 – 9   
 
9/2: Great Expectations, Ch. 10 – 19  
 
9/7:  LABOR DAY – NO CLASS 
 
9/9: Great Expectations, Ch. 20 – 29 (Vol. II, Ch. 1 – 10 )   
 
9/14: Great Expectations, Ch. 30 – 39 (Vol. II, Ch. 11 – Ch. 20)   
 
9/16: Great Expectations, Ch. 40 – 49 (Vol. III, Ch. 1 – 10)  
 Research presentation: Orphans/wards/adoption 
 
9/21: Great Expectations, Ch. 50 – 59 (Vol. III, Ch. 11 – 20) + Original ending (Appendix A)  
 Research presentation: “Spinsters” and “Confirmed Bachelors”  
 
9/23: Christina Rossetti, “Goblin Market” 
 Research presentation: Sibling relationships/incest 
 
9/28: Emily Brontë, Wuthering Heights, Ch. 1 - 9 

Research presentation: Domestic abuse (spousal and child)  
 
9/30: Wuthering Heights, Ch. 10 – 17 (Vol. I, Ch. 10 – Vol. II, Ch. 3) 

Research presentation: Medical family issues (childbirth/nursing/infectious diseases)  
 
10/5: Wuthering Heights, Ch. 18 – 24 (Vol. II, Ch. 4 – Vol. II, Ch. 10) 
 Research presentation: Divorce/custody issues 
 
10/7: Wuthering Heights, Ch. 25 – 34 (Vol. II, Ch. 11 – Vol. II, Ch. 20) 
 Research presentation: Property/inheritance laws (including coverture) 
 
10/12: Elizabeth Barrett Browning, “The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s Point” 
 Research presentation:  Child mortality/infanticide 
 * Midterm reflection  
 
10/14: Elizabeth Gaskell, Ruth , Ch. 1 - 7 
 Research presentation: “Fallen” women 
 
10/19: Ruth, Ch. 8 – 16 

Research presentation: Class mobility and the family  
 
10/21: Ruth, Ch. 17 - 23 
 Research presentation: Child-rearing/education  
 
10/26: Ruth, Ch. 24 - 28 
 Research presentation: Women entering the workforce   
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10/28: Ruth, Ch. 29 - 36 
 Research presentation: Bigamy/adultery 
 
11/2: Rudyard Kipling children’s stories 
 Research presentation: Imperial relations/Mother England 
 
11/4:  Thomas Hardy, Jude the Obscure, Part First  

* First draft of papers due 
 
11/9: Jude the Obscure, Part Second, i. – Part Third, v. 
  
11/11: Jude the Obscure, Part Third, vi. – Part Fourth, v.  
 
11/16: Jude the Obscure, Part Fourth, vi. – Part Fifth, viii. 

* Paper drafts returned with comments 
 
11/18: Jude the Obscure, Part Sixth 
 
11/23: Henry James, What Maisie Knew, Ch. 1 – 11   
 
11/25: What Maisie Knew, Ch. 12 – 21   
 
11/30: What Maisie Knew, Ch. 22 – 31   
 
12/2: Class wrap-up/final prep/party 

* Final drafts of papers due at the beginning of class 
 
12/7: * Final exam, 1:30 – 3:30 pm 
 


