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ABSTRACT Based on humoural doctrine, male anger has historically 
been viewed as a hot emotion associated with rationality and stability. 
Female anger, on the other hand, has traditionally been ascribed the 
opposite traits that is, coldness, emotionality and instability. Typically 
male anger has been defined as a temporary loss of control, whereas 
anger expressed by women has been perceived as lasting longer, and 
therefore often viewed as a matter of feminine nature. Thus, female 
anger has been viewed as a less refined form of anger. Sensation fiction 
of the 1860s suggests that the ancient view of understanding female an-
ger as closely connected with the female nature and as a consequence 
more deceptive, colder and more dangerous than male anger persisted 
in nineteenth-century England. Victorian women, as depicted in the 
literature of the day, are defined as more emotional than male charac-
ters, at the same time as most forms of female emotionality are pre-
sented as a break against ideal femininity. The contradictory concep-
tion of emotionality, as outlined by ancient philosophers, continued to 
inform the common view of anger and gender, although the belief in 
humoural theory and its supposed influence on human characteristics 
was less pronounced. 
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Expressions of anger in many modern languages indicate that people 
today typically understand the emotion as a hot sensation seething 
inside the human body. Folk theory also suggests that one of the phys-
iological effects of anger is increased internal pressure which needs 
to be released. Thus, it is viewed as more typical to display one’s an-
ger than to suppress it (Lakoff 1987: 377-415). This indicates that the 
prototypical anger scenario, as understood in the Western world, is a 
description of male anger rather than female anger which has histori-
cally been viewed as typically cold (Kennedy 2000, Perfetti 2005). Lit-
erary sources, among others, also indicate that suppressed anger is a 
more common phenomenon among women than men whose anger is 
traditionally understood as open and explosive. 

On the basis of a large number of conventional anger expressions, 
it has also been suggested that the connection between anger and 
heat is embodied (Lakoff 1987: 377 ff.), and as a consequence univer-
sal – provided that the physiological effects of anger are the same in 
all human beings. This is of course a very simplified view of anger, 
as emphasised by Dirk Geeraerts and Stefan Grondelaers, who point 
out the importance of including diachronic approaches to the study of 
emotions (1995: 153-79). It seems obvious that nobody actually seethes 
with anything. Tests measuring the changes in body temperature in 
connection with different emotions moreover show that the body 
temperature increases by less than 0.1 C when anger is evoked. Such a 
rise in temperature is found when other emotions are evoked as well, 
as Caroline Gevaert notes (2005: 197). Therefore, the common view in 
primarily European languages of conceptualising anger as ‘the heat of 
a fluid in a container’ may be a remnant of humoural theory, which 
“would clearly make it a cultural rather than embodied phenomenon” 
(Gevaert 2005: 198, Geeraerts & Grondelaers 1995). 

One of the four humours which were believed to determine hu-
man characteristics was bile. A predominance of yellow bile produced 
choleric or overtly angry personalities. It was described as a hot and 
dry humour closely related to fire – the most eminent of the four ele-
ments. Both women and men could be defined as choleric, if bile was 
the most dominant humour in their bodily composition. However, 
since women were believed to be colder and moister than men and 
therefore related to water rather than fire, they were thought of as less 
perfect and prototypically more phlegmatic than men. The percep-
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tion of the female body as cold also explained female irrationality and 
emotionality. Dryness and heat produced the opposite traits, that is 
rational and emotionally stable characters (Geeraerts & Grondelaers 
1995: 156-59, Perfetti 2005: 4-5, 24-25). 

The understanding of anger as a hot emotion associated with ra-
tionality and as such linked to men rather than women is, of course, 
not unproblematic. To begin with, it contradicts the historical view of 
women as colder and more emotional than men, and as a consequence 
less able to control their passions. Ancient philosophers explained this 
contradiction by means of suggesting that a man’s hot constitution 
made his anger brief. Male anger was viewed as a temporary loss of 
control, whereas female anger was typically understood as lasting for 
a long time, and therefore more dangerous (Kennedy 2000: 7, Perfetti 
2005: 5). A woman’s anger was thus more closely related to her per-
sonal character, and in this sense anger could, like other emotions, be 
seen as typically female (Kennedy 2000: 4). This dichotomous view of 
male and female anger had terrible consequences for women in court 
trials, as well as in other situations. Discussing the representation of 
female anger in medieval and early modern France, Kristi Gourlay 
concludes that a man could plead innocent to murder because he had 
acted in chaude colle, that is, in “sudden anger” or “hot bile.” Such an 
option was not open for women whose cold bodies made their colle, as 
it was believed, not easily spent (2005: 135-140). Thus, female anger was 
understood as “more likely to lead to a premeditated murder than to a 
crime of passion” (Perfetti 2005: 5). 

The belief in humoural influence on human characteristics de-
clined during the seventeenth century, although the theory offered 
reasonable explanations for human character. Emotions, anger includ-
ed, were still viewed as typically female, despite the fact that anger was 
mainly understood as a hot emotion determining such characteristics 
as strength and intelligence, that is, traits historically defined as male 
(Kennedy 2000: 7). The solution to the contradiction was to view male 
and female anger as two different forms of anger. Anger could be cat-
egorised as either legitimate or wrong; the former kind was, as pointed 
out by Gwynne Kennedy, “either explicitly or implicitly gendered mas-
culine” (2000: 12). Throughout the early modern period female anger 
was thus generally understood as more evil and dangerous. If a woman 
showed a great proneness to anger it was, in line with Stoic philoso-
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phy, believed to confirm her inferiority to man – both physiologically 
and intellectually (Kennedy 2000: 7-9). Helkiah Crooke, an influential 
physician and anatomist in early modern England, explained that anger 
experienced by women, children and weak men was “a disease of a weak 
mind,” whereas anger expressed by men, which was not called anger, but 
wrath was the expression of “stout heartes” (quoted in Kennedy 2000: 
7). Accordingly, a woman’s cold nature was, as concluded by Crooke, the 
main reason for her uncontrolled anger. The close connection between 
women and negative instances of anger is also visible in early pictorial 
images and paintings where anger is depicted as a woman so full of rage 
that she turns it against herself and commits suicide (Rosenwein 1998: 
3-4, Gourlay 2005: 137-38). 

The ancient perception of woman “as a creature totally in thrall 
to biology and her body” (Pykett 1992: 14) continued to determine the 
view of women in the nineteenth century. In medical, legal and scien-
tific discourses women’s nature was closely related to their reproduc-
tive functions and determined their participation in society. It was, for 
instance, disputed whether girls should be allowed to receive the same 
education as boys, since theoretical studies were not believed to be 
compatible with a woman’s menstrual cycle (Pykett 1992: 13-14). In a 
similar fashion, madness was closely associated with womanhood and 
female irrationality in Victorian England. It was generally believed 
that disturbances of the uterus made women more susceptible than 
men to hysterical outbursts (Perfetti 2005: 5). Still today prototypical 
female terms such as hysterical and frigid (as shown in the BNC cor-
pus) suggest that women are defined by their bodily functions. The 
metaphorical extension of cold in the latter example is an additional 
example of the ancient perception of the female body as cold and im-
perfect. However, despite a long tradition of linking woman with her 
reproductive organs, the ideal Victorian woman was nevertheless, like 
her predecessors, perceived as a passionless and cold creature devoid of 
sexual feelings, that is, disembodied (Pykett 1992: 15). 

It has been suggested that anger was not necessarily regarded as 
a negative emotion in the nineteenth century as long as it was kept 
outside the home. For men anger was even encouraged as an element 
of competition in the workplace. The conventional Victorian wom-
an’s sphere was limited to the home, however, and as a consequence, 
she was not expected to show anger, but had to learn to suppress it 
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(Stearns 1994: 29). Natural aggressiveness among men, on the other 
hand, continued to be perceived as righteous and correct. Literary 
sources even suggest that fighting and killing could be regarded as 
positive behaviour among men under certain circumstances, although 
never among women (Nardin 1989: 137-38). Rebelling, aggressive and 
murderous women were condemned as cold-blooded, unnatural and 
extremely dangerous. 

The disapproval of allegedly unfeminine women did not seem to 
have had a negative effect on people’s interest in reading and hearing 
about them, however. Details from court trials communicated to the 
readers by an expanding newspaper press appear to have satisfied an 
ever increasing group of people (Pykett 1994: 2) – especially after the 
Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857, which made a woman’s but not a man’s 
adultery a legitimate cause for divorce (Edwards 1978: 92). Adultery and 
crimes of passion were common elements in sensation novels – a new 
kind of fiction which appeared in the 1860s. Like contemporary sensa-
tion drama, from which this new sub-genre gained its name, sensation 
fiction highlighted strong emotions (Maunder 2005: 5) – in particular 
those expressed by women. Female anger and sexuality, among other 
things, were expressed “more directly than had been done previously” 
(Showalter 1977: 160). Typically, sensational plots feature the transgres-
sive and therefore dangerous woman as a contrast to the conventional 
female. The dangerous woman in sensational plots is, however, not al-
ways the overt rebel, but sometimes also the pretty and innocent girl 
“whose indoctrination in the female role has taught her secrecy and 
deceitfulness,” as emphasised by Elaine Showalter (Maunder 2005: 10, 
Showalter 1977: 165). Against this background, anger as presented in sen-
sation fiction is likely to provide valuable information about the histori-
cal understanding of anger and gender. The transgressive woman and 
her interplay with men and more conventional women is, for instance, 
featured in three of the most widely read sensation novels of the 1860s: 
The Woman in White (1860) by Wilkie Collins, East Lynne by Ellen Wood 
(1861) and Mary Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret (1862).

*

Collins is often viewed as having inaugurated sensation fiction with 
his novel The Woman in White (Pykett 1994: 14). The text was originally 
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published in Dickens’s magazine All the Year Round, and met with 
immediate popularity (Tilley 1995: 197). The narrative plot centers 
on Anne Catherick – a ghostlike woman dressed all in white. Late at 
night, on a road in Hampstead she happens to meet Walter Hartright.  
She is in a hurry to get to a friend’s house, and Hartright helps her. 
However, almost immediately after having done so, he learns that she 
is on the run from a mental institution. Shortly after this incident he 
is hired as an art teacher to two half-sisters, Laura Fairlie and Marian 
Halcombe, in the house of Mr. Fairlie, the former woman’s uncle. Har-
tright falls in love with Laura, who, much to his distress, is engaged to 
Sir Percival Glyde, a baronet whose only interest in marrying her is to 
gain control of her possessions. Hartright is almost immediately struck 
by Laura’s resemblance to the woman in white. Assisted by Marian he 
is eventually able to prove that Percival is not a true baronet, but the 
illegitimate child of a man of breeding. He has made himself the heir 
to the title by means of forgery. Mrs. Catherick, Anne’s mother, has 
assisted him in committing this crime. She knows his secret, but he 
in his turn knows that Anne is the result of an illicit union between 
Mrs. Catherick and Philip Fairlie, that is, Laura’s father – the reason 
for the resemblance between the two women. Percival suspects that 
Anne knows his secret too and therefore decides to lock her up in an 
asylum. She escapes from her imprisonment and communicates with 
Laura. The only chance to survive, as it seems to Percival and his evil 
assistant, Count Fosco, is to exchange the two women’s identities. This 
is made possible mainly due to their resemblance and Anne’s declining 
health. The woman in white dies as Laura Glyde, who in her turn takes 
the former woman’s place in the asylum. 

Women and men appear to give utterance to their anger equally 
often in The Woman in White. There are around fifty instances1 of male 
and female anger respectively in the novel – a slight majority express-
ing female anger. Two characters display their anger more frequently 
than others: Marian Halcombe and Percival Glyde. A close look at the 
contexts where anger is displayed suggests that Collins’s view of male 
and female anger, which most likely reflects the general understand-
ing of the day, differed greatly.

Marian Halcombe matches the attributes ascribed to the un-
womanly woman of the day. Unlike her beautiful and conventional 
half-sister, she is, as noted by Hartright, a masculine woman – both in 
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terms of physical looks and personal qualities. Throughout the novel 
she is depicted as a woman who defies and challenges male control. 
She suffers on behalf of her sister’s predicament and angrily repri-
mands Laura for letting Percival break her heart “to set his mind at 
ease” (159). She is, to use her own word, mad when she thinks of the 
many injustices done by men toward women. Her anger is almost ex-
clusively directed against men. Many contexts reveal that her anger 
shares many of the characteristics ascribed to typical male anger: it is 
brief, open and heated; and in this respect even appreciated by other 
male characters, although never fully accepted. Mr. Gilmore, the fam-
ily lawyer, welcomes her indignation in reaction to the intended mar-
riage between Laura and Percival (121), and Fosco is totally fascinated 
by her intelligence and resolution. However, although Marian shares 
many traditional male characteristics, she is, as she very sadly points 
out, “nothing but a woman,” and therefore “condemned to patience, 
propriety and petticoats for life” (174). Open displays of anger are in 
most situations of no avail to a woman, as she realises. As a conse-
quence, she learns to suppress her anger, although she continually 
speculates on what she could have done if social constraints had not 
forced her into silence and compliance. If she “had been a man,” as she 
says, she would, for instance, not have suppressed her immense anger 
with Percival Glyde, but “knocked him down on the threshold of his 
own door” and never considered entering it again (218). 

In the same vein, Madam Fosco constantly suppresses her anger in 
the presence of her oppressive husband. The only visible signs of anger 
exhibited by these two women in contexts where their anger is de-
scribed as suppressed are penetrating eyes, viperish looks, cold answers 
or complete silence. Such expressions have been defined as typical in-
stances of cold anger (Lakoff 1987: 403). Thus, the old view of perceiv-
ing female anger as colder and therefore more dangerous than male 
anger may be related to the fact that women have frequently learned 
to hold back their anger. Suppressed anger, which is more or less invis-
ible, implies that retribution may come in another form, commonly 
more severe, than a temporary loss of control, as described by George 
Lakoff and Zoltán Kövecses (Lakoff 1987: 403). Consequently, cold an-
ger is viewed as more dangerous than more typical instances of anger. 
Marian, for example, suspects that Madam Fosco’s “present state of 
suppression may have sealed up something dangerous in her nature,” 
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something which she believes may be displayed some day (192). 
Despite the possible connection between suppression and cold 

anger, few, if any, of the female characters may be regarded as par-
ticularly dangerous in The Woman in White. According to modern so-
cialisation theory, however, the suppression of strong emotions may 
lead to mental disorders (Nunn & Thomas 1999: 146), the consequences 
of which may be dangerous. In this respect the depiction of Laura 
and her half-sister deserves a closer examination. Although neither 
of them expresses anger frequently, one would assume that people 
treated as badly as these two women should be described as experi-
encing anger. It is evident that experience and display of anger are 
two different things (Nunn & Thomas 1999: 145). Laura and Anne are 
featured as women with a low self-esteem who in accordance with the 
ideal of femininity had been trained to respond to anger by means of 
suppressing it or blaming themselves. Laura does not utter a word to 
display her enormous disappointment when it becomes evident that 
Hartright cannot continue his work in their home. Instead a “mute 
expression of constant fear and clinging self-reproach” is noticeable 
“in all her movements” (55). Emotional suppression is also noticeable 
in Anne’s first encounter with Hartright. At first, she is excited and 
speaks “loudly and almost fiercely” about a baronet who, as Hartright 
later understands, “has done [her] some grievous wrong,” but then 
suddenly she realises her mistake and controls herself again (18). Both 
women are described as mentally weak on the verge of madness. 

None of the contexts where men display their anger are instances 
of suppressed anger – at least not if the suppression is represented 
as the result of social gender structures. It should, however, be noted 
that most examples of male anger are found in contexts where Percival 
Glyde expresses his emotions. Because of his social background and 
villainy, his angry outbursts do not come across as accepted forms of 
anger. His scheming, but much more sophisticated accomplice Fosco 
even reminds him that a man can never gain control over his wife 
by means of adopting the brutal methods of the “lower orders of the 
people” (290). According to Fosco, Percival can only get the better of 
his wife by means of quiet resolution. In many respects Fosco’s an-
ger could be defined as cold. His intentions are seldom shown directly, 
although it is obvious that he is the evil brains behind the scheme. 
His manipulative skills and tremendous power are noticed by Marian, 
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who admits that had he married her, she would most probably “have 
made his cigarettes, as his wife does […] [and] held [her] tongue when 
he looked at [her]” (192). Such is his power. The consequences of his 
anger and his cold calculation are described as more dangerous than 
any form of female anger displayed in the novel. Despite this, his ex-
istence is never threatened as a consequence of Hartright’s investiga-
tions (Tilley 1995: 202). It should, however, be noted that Fosco is not, 
because of his foreign background and repulsive physical character, 
depicted as a representative member of the male sex. Therefore, his 
cold anger cannot be viewed as a typical form of male anger – at least 
not among the socially elevated classes. 

Apart from a large number of contexts where Percival’s anger is 
described, and a smaller number of instances of Fosco’s displays of an-
ger, expressions of anger among men are almost non-existent in the 
novel. Hartright who is shown to have every reason to experience and 
express anger practically never gives words to this emotion. In the role 
of detective and hero it follows that his emotions have to be described 
as kept in check. He is said to be vexed with himself in two contexts – 
that is all. Two other men who are portrayed as men who have learned 
the social value of emotional control are Mr. Gilmore and Dr. Dawson. 
Like Hartright, they seldom give utterance to their anger. The former 
is, for example, speechless with indignation when he realises that Mr. 
Fairlie is not interested in protecting his niece from Percival’s inten-
tion of stealing her money. In a similar fashion, Dr. Dawson leaves the 
house “in a state of extreme indignation” (336) in connection with 
the maltreatment of Marian’s illness under the supervision of Fosco 
and his wife. According to the OED vexation is used in the sense of 
‘annoyance’ or ‘irritation’, whereas indignation may indicate ‘righteous 
anger’. Anger expressed by these men is, accordingly, to be interpreted 
as socially accepted forms of anger. Percival’s anger is never shown as 
a matter of indignation. On the contrary, it is most frequently associ-
ated with his hot temper, and as such uncontrollable and fierce. Many 
of these attributes tally with the traditional view of the “emotional 
creature,” that is, a woman, who “constantly act[s] on impulses which 
[she] cannot explain even to [herself],” as Marian notes (227). Contra-
dictorily enough, the literature of the day suggests that women were 
neither supposed to have such impulses, nor allowed to act on them. 

Many of the topics in The Woman in White are also found in Lady 
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Audley’s Secret. Like Collins, Braddon makes use of problematic mar-
riage issues, cold calculation, doubles and female madness in her plot. 
However, although they have many similarities, there are also funda-
mental differences, as noted by, among others, Elizabeth Tilley (1995: 
198). Braddon’s heroine is not a conventional and helpless upper-class 
woman, but an intelligent and assertive femme fatale.

Lady Audley’s Secret was published in 1862. Like The Woman in 
White, it met with immediate success, although many critics were 
concerned about the possible influence it might exert on primarily 
young women (Maunder 2005: 15-16). Lady Audley’s Secret is the story 
of a young and poor woman whose husband abandons her and their 
baby boy to travel to Australia. In order to survive, she leaves their 
child with her father and takes a job as a governess in the family of a 
surgeon. She presents herself as Lucy Graham. This job helps her get 
in contact with a rich man, Sir Michael Audley, who asks her to marry 
him. Since she has not heard anything from her husband, who after all 
has been absent for three and a half years, she accepts his proposal. In 
doing this she commits bigamy. Unexpectedly, her husband, who turns 
out to be a close friend of Sir Michael Audley’s nephew Robert Audley, 
returns from Australia – eager to meet his beautiful wife. In a news-
paper he finds a note of her death. Robert Audley intuitively senses 
that something is wrong, and when his friend suddenly disappears af-
ter a walk in the vicinities of Audley Court, he begins to inquire into 
the past of his uncle’s charming, but mysterious wife. Lady Audley’s 
situation becomes more and more desperate and in a last attempt at 
defending herself, she tries to kill Robert by setting an inn on fire. 
Luckily, he survives and is able to make the history of Lady Audley 
known to his uncle. In order to put an end to the story and save the 
family from the “esclandre of a Chancery suit” (369) Robert takes her 
to a physician with the hope of proving her mad. Much to his surprise, 
the doctor concludes that nothing she has done can be regarded as an 
act of insanity. All her actions have been committed as consequences 
of cold-blooded planning and calculations. Thus, she is dangerous and 
should be locked up. Robert finally succeeds in sending her to a lunatic 
asylum, where she dies.

About three fifths of the contexts where anger is expressed in 
Lady Audley’s Secret concern female anger. Not surprisingly, Lady 
Audley is the character, followed by Alicia, her stepdaughter, who 
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most frequently occurs in such contexts. Instances of anger, sup-
ported by a number of contexts where the consequences of female 
anger are discussed thus point toward a female prototype of anger in 
Braddon’s novel. Typical attributes of this female prototype are cun-
ning, evil, calculation, danger, intelligence, deliberation and coolness. 
Throughout the novel female anger is repeatedly related to the female 
sex as such. Robert, for example, sees a clear connection between the 
crimes committed by Lady Audley and “the horrible things that have 
been done by women, since that day upon which Eve was created” 
(271). Prototypical female anger in the novel is also associated with 
slyness, coldness and deliberate suppression. Lady Audley is not easy 
to quarrel with. Instead of entering into open conflicts, she conceals 
her wrath by means of soft answers and merry laughter (289). Open 
warfare, typically found in hot anger scenarios, followed by possible 
reconciliation, is not included in her plans. Lady Audley is depicted 
as a woman who plans her actions carefully – a process which is not, 
as expressed by Gourlay, viewed as an acceptable ingredient in “legiti-
mate, hot-blooded anger and violence” (2005: 146). 

Although Alicia is the female character who besides her step-
mother displays anger most frequently in the novel, her anger is pre-
sented as very different from that of Lady Audley. She would have 
preferred “a hearty pitched battle” to [the] silent and undemonstrative 
disunion” which characterises her troubled relation to Lady Audley 
(289). In this respect her anger, like that of Marian in The Woman in 
White, comes close to the traditional view of male anger. However, un-
like the expressions of male emotions, her emotions are more or less 
ignored by other characters. She does not constitute a major problem 
to anybody, and as an effect, her anger is neither shown as dangerous 
nor important. Robert Audley’s reaction to his cousin’s angry letter 
written in connection with her father’s marriage to Lady Audley con-
stitutes a good example. He receives her desperate letter “without so 
much as removing the amber mouthpiece of his German pipe” from 
his lips (36). Since neither her anger nor the content of the letter has 
any major effect on him, he throws it in the waste-paper basket.

Among male characters the aggressive behaviour of Luke Marks, 
a loutish worker and the husband of Phoebe, Lady Audley’s personal 
maid is noticeable. Like Lady Audley, he is described as a person who 
is capable of murder. His violent behaviour is even more observable 
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than that of Lady Audley, which is hardly emphasised at all. In spite of 
this, his aggressiveness is not described as particularly problematic or 
dangerous. It does not constitute a threat to more people than to his 
wife, and later also to Lady Audley, and it is never, as in Lady Audley’s 
case, related to his sex. He is rather to be seen as a product of low birth 
than a member of the Victorian category ‘man’. As a matter of fact, 
his anger may be understood as having more in common with women 
than men, since women, children, outlaws and other supposedly ir-
rational beings have historically been perceived as a group apart from 
men (Westphal 2005: 174-75). Not even his death is of interest to the 
plot, although, ironically enough, he is the only person that Lady Aud-
ley actually manages to kill – although unintentionally. Lady Audley’s 
crimes are, however, never mentioned in connection with his death. 
Robert Audley, the self-appointed detective of the novel and “the con-
science of society” is after all only interested in crimes which consti-
tute a threat to middle- and upper-class men (Tilley 1995: 203). In this 
respect his own anger, just like that of Luke Marks, is never viewed 
as remarkable or dangerous. It is mainly directed toward women as a 
means of restoring male order. 

The emotional woman in East Lynne is, like the one portrayed in 
Lady Audley’s Secret, presented as transgressive, and as such dangerous 
to patriarchal structures. However, unlike Lady Audley, the female her-
oine and childlike beauty in East Lynne is not depicted as a real criminal 
in the sense that she persists in her evil. Lady Isabel’s crime consists of 
her abandonment of her husband, Archibald Carlyle, and three chil-
dren for another man, Sir Francis Levison, who later leaves both her 
and their illegitimate child. Her crime is thus in the first place a moral 
one (Pykett 1994: 60), and, not least important in this context, a break 
against an ideology which required women to be emotionally cold. The 
reader’s sympathies remain with her throughout the novel, mainly due 
to her bitter regret and extreme longing for her children (Pykett 1994: 
60-62), but it is important to remember that there were no extenuating 
circumstances for an adulteress in Victorian England. Death therefore 
comes as a redeemer for Lady Isabel, who, after many twists and turns, 
returns to her former home in the disguise of a governess to see her 
place taken by another woman – her main rival Barbara Hare. 

The discrepancy between women and men expressing anger in 
East Lynne is conspicuous. Close to two thirds of the many contexts (a 
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total of about 180) where expressions of anger are found are examples 
of female anger. Among women, Archibald Carlyle’s unmarried half-
sister, Cornelia is shown as by far the angriest of them all. Throughout 
the novel her frustrations are manifested in numerous fits of anger. 
In many respects her heated forms of anger may be interpreted as the 
consequences of female independence. Like Marian in The Woman in 
White, she is depicted as a marginal woman who has failed in her main 
business of life, that is, to be picked for marriage. She, like her, is ac-
cordingly not a typical representative of the female sex – neither emo-
tionally nor socially. 

 Similar expressions of anger as those displayed by Cornelia are 
also found in connection with another overtly angry woman, Mrs. 
Vane, later Lady Mount Severn. She is featured as a “cold, selfish, and 
[…] bad woman” (67) who constantly finds an opportunity to be mean. 
However, unlike Cornelia’s, her aggressiveness cannot be viewed as the 
result of social marginalisation. Instead, she is described as cold-heart-
ed by nature. Only the fact that she is married, and as such forced to 
obedience, seems to limit her otherwise uncontrollable rage. 

Anger expressed by the female heroine of the novel is found in a 
number of contexts – among women only Cornelia displays her anger 
more frequently. A close look at anger expressed by women in the nov-
el, however, clearly indicates that Lady Isabel’s anger is different from 
that displayed by other less sophisticated characters, and in this sense 
anger is not only a matter of gender, but also of class. It is, for instance, 
emphasised that Isabel’s upbringing made her feel remorse almost im-
mediately (283). As a consequence, her anger is frequently described 
as a matter of self-blame. She is, for example, “exceedingly vexed and 
angry with herself, that [her] meeting [with Francis Levison] should 
have had power to call forth emotion” (206). After her elopement with 
him, instances of anger directed to the self, but also toward her false 
seducer, increase. Her anger is, however, always described as control-
lable and never heated. She is not depicted as a woman who loses her 
temper easily, not even when it becomes clear to her that Sir Francis 
has no interest in giving their illegitimate child a respectable name. 
She responds to his insolence and rude manners by answering him 
coldly or lifting “her indignant eyes towards him” (294) – examples 
which seem to suggest righteous or socially acceptable forms of anger. 
In the same vein, her only sign of disapproval shown to her husband 
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when he departs from her – against her will – the night of her elope-
ment is said to be a “stony look” (264). 

That Lady Isabel’s anger differs from other less refined charac-
ters’ ways of venting their anger is clearly visible in the depiction of 
Afy Hallijohn – an overtly emotional working-class woman, who, like 
Lady Isabel, has had an affair with Francis Levison. Thus, both of them 
are depicted as fallen women as a consequence of their emotional tres-
passes, but only one of them is able to invite the reader’s sympathy. 
Miss Hallijohn’s lack of sophistication makes her, as noted by Pykett, a 
ridiculed person rather than a victim of unhappy circumstances (1994: 
65). None of the contexts where she displays her anger can be under-
stood as examples of restrained anger. Not even in court, when she is 
interrogated in connection with the murder of her father, is she shown 
to be able to control her passions. She answers the judge rudely and 
angrily, and without considering the consequences. 

The only woman who is described as succeeding in controlling 
her passions and as a consequence is rewarded is Barbara Hare (Pykett 
1994: 61). It is true that she experiences immense anger and jealousy 
when she hears about Archibald’s marriage to Lady Isabel, and in that 
moment “forget[s] the ordinary rules of conduct and propriety” (163), 
but, unlike other female characters in the novel, she is featured as a 
woman who learns to control her emotions. Once she has communi-
cated her anger to Archibald, it is not mentioned again. Anger expres-
sions related to Barbara are as a matter of fact few after the incidence 
when she so totally forgets herself. She is not depicted as a particularly 
interesting or warm woman, but it is quite obvious that her “strong 
sense and […] right judgement, and […] adoring love for her husband” 
made her a model of female conduct, as pointed out in Saturday Re-
view (1862) (Jay 2005: xx). 

Although female anger is brought into focus more frequently than 
male anger in East Lynne, examples of anger expressed by men are not 
scarce. Justice Hare, Barbara’s father, frequently shows his anger. His 
frustration, mainly due to his son’s supposed involvement in the mur-
der of Miss Hallijohn’s father, and great urge to control other people 
are manifested in numerous explosions of wrath, exasperated tones 
and angry outbursts. In spite of this he is never described as unnatu-
ral, unattractive or dangerous. In the role of a father and husband, his 
anger, although many times described as too harsh, is, at least to some 
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extent, justified. His intentions are, after all, never to be unkind to his 
wife, who, as emphasised in the text, was far “from feeling the servi-
tude of a yoke,” even though “her life had been one long yielding of 
her will to his” (21). 

Even if there may have been circumstances which, according to 
social standards of the day, allowed men to express their anger more 
openly than women, it is nevertheless apparent that emotional re-
straint was a virtue in Victorian England. The character that tallies 
best with the definition of ideal emotional conduct is Archibald Car-
lyle. The reader is repeatedly reminded of the fact that Isabel had left 
an almost god-like man for a rogue. In many respects his even temper 
and controlled manners make him less human than other characters. 
Few things, if any at all, appear to affect him emotionally. Not even the 
fact that his wife leaves him and elopes with a man who later comes 
back to challenge him for a position in Parliament makes him lose 
control. The only visible sign of anger shown in connection with the 
latter incident is a “scarlet flush” (457). Examples of his anger occur in 
seven contexts only – all of them are mild or controlled forms of an-
ger. He is never furious or enraged. As in Barbara’s case, his self-control 
clearly makes him a model of human behaviour. 

That male and female aggressiveness was understood and valued 
differently in Victorian England is in particular evident in the depic-
tion of Sir Francis. He is not the angriest man in East Lynne, at least 
not judging by the number of contexts where his anger is expressed, 
but he is certainly the most despicable one. He is guilty of a number 
of terrible crimes, among others adultery and murder. Like the female 
heroine of the novel, he has also abandoned his child. Despite all this, 
he is not sentenced to death (Jay 2005: xxii), nor is he declared mad 
or confined to an asylum. His utterly condemnable actions are never 
placed in relation to the nature of man either, nor are they viewed as 
the result of cold-blooded calculation. Much in line with Gourlay’s 
discussion of the difference between hot and cold anger and the cor-
respondence of these varieties to men and women respectively (2005: 
135), the jury acknowledges that he is guilty of murder, but they “wish 
to recommend him to mercy,” since they believe that it was a crime 
which “arose out of the bad passions of the moment” (573). 

It can thus be concluded that the old idea of perceiving female 
anger as closely connected with the female nature, and as such more 
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deceptive than male anger, endured in Victorian England. Women 
continued to be regarded as more emotional and irrational than men, 
at the same time as most forms of female emotionality were viewed 
as a break against ideal femininity. Such contradictory conceptions 
of anger and gender contributed to the perception of female anger as 
colder and more problematic than male anger which, in accordance 
with prevailing gender structures, continued to be viewed as a more 
acceptable and therefore less dangerous form of anger than its female 
counterpart. 

NOTES

1 Since the definition of many words is not clear-cut, the number of instances 
must be viewed with some approximation. It is, for example, not always easy to 
define whether a term is used to express contempt, irritation or anger.
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