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ABSTRACT 

 
 
 This thesis examines works by two recognized masters of Realist fiction, Gustave 

Flaubert and Leo Tolstoy, in light of contemporary feminist theories.  The purpose of this 

thesis is twofold: to examine both the canonical novels and lesser-known short stories of 

these Realist writers and to consider a range of feminist approaches to literature.  The 

first chapter reads Flaubert’s short story “A Simple Heart” (“Un Coeur Simple”) (1877) 

in conjunction with Gayatri C. Spivak and post-colonial, post-modernist theory.  The 

second chapter examines Leo Tolstoy’s novella “Family Happiness” (1859) through the 

lens of ecofeminism, using Sherry B. Ortner’s essay “Is Female to Male as Nature is to 

Culture?” (1972) as a frame.  In the third chapter, I look at both Flaubert’s Madame 

Bovary (1857) and Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina (1877) and their respective representations 

of motherhood via Nancy Chodorow and object-relations theory. This thesis is an attempt 

not only to rethink the ways in which texts by canonical authors are read, but to also 

create new possibilities for feminist analyses. 
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Introduction 
 
 

Europe was in a state of flux during the mid-nineteenth century, both politically 

and artistically.  In the realm of literature, the realist movement gained ascendancy over 

the romanticism of the early 1800s.  Realist literature attempts to depict human beings 

and the societies in which they live “as they are,” in a directly representational manner, 

without recourse to stylized prose or heavy symbolism.  Harry Levin’s article “What is 

Realism?” quotes the French critic Duranty, who summarizes the objectives of realism as 

simply “the exact, complete, and sincere reproduction of the social milieu in which we 

live” (197). The realist mode became an avenue for writers to explore psychological 

motivation and the pressing social questions of the time, resulting from changes in 

political and family structures. The novel, which experienced an increase in general 

readership and which were often regarded as didactic tools, became a prime format in 

which to explore these issues.  Priscilla Meyer observes too, in “Anna Karenina: 

Tolstoy’s Polemic with Madame Bovary,” that “The genre of the novel of adultery was, 

of course, widespread in European literature of the nineteenth century, and its 

representatives naturally share many features” (244).  Most of the adulterous female 

protagonists notably share the same fate: death. 

In this thesis, I will look at the representations of women in realist literature 

through the lens of contemporary feminist theories.  In particular, I am examining the 

works of the French author Gustave Flaubert (1821-1880) and the Russian author Leo 

Tolstoy (1828-1910), both of whom composed their best-known works over a similar 

time span.  I decided to use the works of these authors to examine these representations 
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for several reasons. Tolstoy and Flaubert are widely considered as the arbiters of the 

realist literary tradition in Russia and France, respectively.  Their (arguably) most famous 

works, Anna Karenina (1877) and Madame Bovary (1857), center on the adultery of the 

eponymous female characters who, in the tradition of novels of adultery, meet similarly 

tragic ends by suicide.  Moreover, the authors were familiar with one another, suggesting 

that the parallels that appear in their work may be more than mere coincidence.  I chose 

two works each by Flaubert and Tolstoy  – a short story/novella and a full-length novel – 

in order to balance out my analysis.  In addition to Madame Bovary, I opted to examine 

Flaubert’s short story entitled “A Simple Heart” (“Un Coeur Simple”), published in 1877 

as one of the three stories composing Three Tales (Trois Contes) and one of Flaubert’s 

final completed works.  From Tolstoy’s oeuvre, I chose to read and analyze Anna 

Karenina (1877), as well as the novella-length “Family Happiness” (“Семейное 

счастье”), a piece published early in Tolstoy’s career (1859).  All four works are fronted 

by female protagonists; of these four, three are engaged in some sort of adulterous or 

quasi-adulterous affair(s) and give birth to children, with mixed feelings; another group 

of three (out of the four) texts culminate in the death of the main female character.  Only 

one of the narrators is female. 

Given the focus on women in these male-authored texts, it makes sense to view 

these novels and short works using a feminist framework.  Feminist theories promote the 

analysis of women’s representations in literature; they also provide a framework for 

examining the underlying structures of and contexts surrounding texts.  For my own 

analysis, I chose to utilize the theories of three different feminist scholars from three 

different theoretical traditions: Gayatri Spivak and post-colonial/post-modern feminism; 



 

3 

Sherry Ortner and ecofeminism; and Nancy Chodorow and feminist 

psychoanalysis/object-relations theory.  It made personal sense not to fit the novels and 

stories of Flaubert and Tolstoy under one specific framework.  My intention in this thesis 

is to present a search of approaches through which to analyze and interpret women’s 

functions in realist texts. 

In my first chapter, I analyze Flaubert’s short story “A Simple Heart” (“Un Coeur 

Simple”) using Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and post-colonial feminist theory.  Critics 

such as Roland Barthes and Raymonde Debray-Genette have written on textual issues 

such as the “reality effect” and the disorder of utterance, respectively, but there has been 

little emphasis on Félicité’s otherness to and within the text.  In her writings, particularly 

in her 1988 essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?,” Spivak theorizes the concept of 

subalternity.  The subaltern is an individual or group that exists outside of the dominant 

power structure and who is denied the ability to speak through political and textual 

means.  In the case of “A Simple Heart,” the protagonist, Félicité, is an illiterate peasant 

woman working as a servant in a bourgeois household in Normandy.  She is thought to be 

noble but stupid, and as both a woman and a servant her ability to speak is stunted within 

the text: the narrator attributes only a handful of utterances to her throughout the 40-page 

story.  In the story, too, the only true emotional connection she can forge is with a parrot 

that she names Loulou.  Loulou is the only creature with which Félicité can 

communicate; while genuine communion with humans seems always to elude Félicité, 

her bond with her parrot continues beyond the bird’s death, culminating in a moment of 

religious transcendence at her death. Her relationship to Flaubert’s narrator within the 

text is similarly fraught; because she is twice-othered and doubly oppressed by her sex 
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and socioeconomic standing, she is so foreign and so unknowable that not only can she 

not speak, but also Flaubert’s narrator appears both unable and unwilling to understand 

her.  What the reader of “A Simple Heart” receives is not a full portrait of Félicité; rather, 

it is a portrait of the character’s own alienation from the text. 

In my second chapter, I examine Tolstoy’s novella “Family Happiness” (1859) 

using an early ecofeminist framework provided by Sherry B. Ortner.  In her seminal 1972 

essay, “Is Female to Male as Nature is to Culture?,” Ortner proposes that women are 

universally considered secondary to men as a result of their being symbolically associated 

with something that is secondary to society: nature.  Because culture, as a general rule, 

holds itself in opposition against nature through created systems of meaning, women 

must in turn be associated with the natural and, thus, are viewed as inferior to men, who 

are associated in these systems of meaning with culture.  By using Ortner’s work to 

analyze this text, I wished both to make use of analyses of the novella’s sentimentalism 

by critics like Edward Wasiolek and Natalia Kisseleff and move past generic critiques 

into a more overtly feminist one.  In Tolstoy’s novella, the main character and narrator, 

Marya Alexandrovna (Masha), is consistently associated with nature (the countryside, the 

seasons and its accompanying changes, the domestic sphere), whereas Sergey Mikhailich, 

her husband, is at once as patronizing, knowledgeable about the world, and associated 

with culture.  When Masha becomes bored with her life in the country, Sergey Mikhailich 

takes her into Petersburg society (i.e., culture at its most base and obvious), where she 

grows increasingly distant from her husband, corrupted, and worldly; her defilement by 

culture culminates with a near-adulterous encounter.  It is only after this incident that 

Masha feels compelled to turn back to private life in the country, to reconcile with her 



 

5 

husband, and to play the role of dutiful wife and mother.  In Tolstoy’s text, women’s 

lives are intrinsically linked to their “natural” functions in the domestic sphere; culture 

and the public sphere is by definition a corrupting influence on women. 

In the third chapter, I turn from short fiction to two longer, canonical texts:  

Flaubert’s novel Madame Bovary (1857) and Tolstoy’s novel Anna Karenina (1877), 

which I examine through the framework of Nancy Chodorow’s 1978 book The 

Reproduction of Mothering.  Both novels have been subject to Freudian psychoanalytic 

criticism, but there has been little analysis that draws on Chodorow’s perspective.  

Chodorow is a proponent of a form of psychoanalysis known as object-relations theory.  

Although the basis for object-relations theory is Freudian, object-relations theorists argue 

that the relationship between mother and child is reciprocal rather than merely flowing in 

the direction of mother to child.  They also suggest that the mother is the primary object 

upon which personality formation relies; and that mothering is developed through a 

female child’s identification with the mother, rather than the desire for a penis substitute 

or the result of an innate “maternal instinct.” In the cases of Emma Bovary and Anna 

Karenina, the standard model of mothering is disrupted.  Emma’s mother is completely 

absent from the text of Madame Bovary up until she dies.  For Emma, the concept of 

motherhood seems an escape from her banal existence, but when Emma gives birth to a 

female child, disillusionment sets in.  Emma finds herself performing motherhood only 

when she has spectators, and her daughter Berthe is nearly as absent as Emma’s mother 

was.  Emma does not know how to mother, but it is Berthe who must pay for Emma’s 

transgressions.  On the other hand, Anna Karenina is able to mother and passionately 

loves the son she had with the husband whom she despises.  However, when she gives 
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birth to a baby girl fathered by her lover, she finds that she cannot love her daughter.  She 

briefly finds a daughter-substitute in her English protégée, but even this attempt at 

“mothering” a “daughter” fails.  Tolstoy’s novel also supports Chodorow’s concept of 

relational parenting; in Anna Karenina, biological ties break down in order to form family 

bonds created by choice. 

Although all of the fictional works that I examine in this thesis contain female 

protagonists, all of these characters are constructed and represented in a manner that 

reflects the patriarchal norms and judgments of the milieu in both their fictive worlds and 

the “real” worlds of the (male) authors.  By examining these texts in light of 

contemporary critical feminist theories, I hope to bring forth new analyses of these classic 

nineteenth-century works. 
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1 

Holy Objects, Non-Speaking Subjects: Flaubert’s “Un Coeur 
Simple” (“A Simple Heart”) and the Subaltern 

 

 In this first chapter, I will examine Gustave Flaubert’s short story “Un Coeur 

Simple” (“A Simple Heart”) through a post-colonialist feminist lens.  Using Gayatri 

Chakravorty Spivak’s conception of the subaltern woman and my own conception of all 

that subalternity entails, I will argue that Félicité, the female servant-protagonist of 

Flaubert’s tale, is situated outside the hegemonic cultural power structure of nineteenth-

century bourgeois France.  This exclusion from the ruling order effectively ‘others’ 

Félicité to such an extent that she stands as a representational Other to nearly every figure 

she interacts with – even Flaubert’s narrator, a third-person, omniscient, presumably male 

bystander from whose language and narration Félicité is often alienated. 

 Defining what constitutes ‘subalternity’ in this project is of primary importance.  

At no point does Gayatri Spivak explicitly define the term ‘subalternity’ nor the precise 

conditions that lead to the creation or classification of a subaltern group.  What one can 

say is that subalternity is constituted on the basis of a class operating outside of the 

dominant cultural hegemonic structure, one that is consistently viewed as object rather 

than as a S/subject, that is to say, on the basis of representation as opposed to speech.  In 

her essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?” Spivak writes that, “for the ‘true’ subaltern group, 

whose identity is its difference, there is no unrepresentable subaltern subject that can 

know and speak itself” (73).  Subalternity, then, is marked by the inability for the 
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subaltern group to define itself, to constitute its own terms for the dominant group; we 

can only establish those who occupy the position of subaltern through our own 

hegemonic discourse of representation.  Lack of access to speech and self-representation 

is generally consigned to three groups that constitute representational ‘otherness’ to the 

dominant system of Western European, white male patriarchy (groups which, according 

to Spivak, compose the “silent, silenced center” marked by colonial “epistemic 

violence”): “men and women among the illiterate peasantry, the tribals, [and] the lowest 

strata of the urban subproletariat” (“Subaltern” 78). The subaltern groups that exist in 

colonized developing states or in the marginalized working classes of developed 

countries are exoticized and/or denied access to monetary and socialized capital. 

However, the oppression experienced by women can intersect with each of these 

categories of subalternity and constitute a subaltern class on its own.  “If, in the context 

of colonial production, the subaltern has no history and cannot speak,” Spivak notes, “the 

subaltern as female is even more deeply in shadow” (“Subaltern” 82-83).  Women are 

perceived as Other not simply by whites, by capitalists, or by colonists; they are Other to 

approximately one half of the human race, regardless of race, socioeconomic status, or 

origin.  Indeed, “the constitution of the female subject in life is the place of the différend” 

(“Subaltern” 97).  As the différend, the female subject assumes alternately a position of 

difference from language and one of subordination, or deference, within language.  As a 

result, while Spivak attempts to posit a female ‘subject,’ she is constantly forced to 

undermine herself.  Even outside the realm of the text, in what might be roughly 

considered ‘reality,’ the woman is a symbolic placeholder of otherness. 
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 The subaltern woman, clearly, has little outlet through which she can escape her 

subalternity.  For the servant-woman, like Flaubert’s Félicité, the double oppression of 

her status as female and as peasant leaves her in a position in which she is wholly unable 

to enter the power structure as a S/subject.  If I am to discuss Félicité, a character in a 

fictional literary text, this classification as subaltern becomes particularly determining in 

regard to her narrative/textual representation.  Spivak points out “when we come to the 

concomitant question of the consciousness of the subaltern, the notion of what the work 

cannot say becomes important […] Elaborations of insurgency stand in place of ‘the 

utterance’ [and] the sender – ‘the peasant’ – is marked only as a pointer to an irretrievable 

consciousness” (“Subaltern” 82).  I will elaborate on Félicité’s attempts toward 

claiming/re-claiming her consciousness – to whatever extent that this is made possible for 

the illiterate peasant woman by Flaubert’s narrator – later in the chapter. However, it is 

important to point out here that an analysis of the subaltern requires a deconstructive 

reading.  One cannot simply read what is clearly marked, but must also examine that 

which is not said either by the subaltern figure(s) in question or through the narrative 

itself. 

 The examination of the female consciousness and reclamation of S/subjecthood, 

according to Spivak, is linked to the examination of texts and narratives.  She notes in her 

essay “Feminism and Critical Theory” that “a safe figure seemingly outside of the 

language – (speech) – writing opposition, is the text – a weave of knowing and not-

knowing which is what knowing is” (55).  In the case of “Un Coeur Simple,” in which 

both the main character of Félicité and the primary supporting character/foil of Madame 

Aubain are both female and, to varying extents, deprived of subjectivity, the element of 
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“not-knowing” is particularly important to investigate.  Moreover, “the discourse of the 

literary text is part of a general configuration of textuality, a placing forth of the solution 

as the unavailability of a unified solution to a unified or homogenous, generating or 

receiving, consciousness” (“Feminism” 55).  The lack of a unified solution through which 

the reader can interpret Félicité and her singular consciousness leads to reliance on the 

story’s narrator as bearing and transmitting the closest resemblance to this solution.  

Despite his presence as an unnamed third-person omniscient (one that is presumably 

male, as only the male narrator has the capacity to identify others by name and 

consciousness while remaining outside the symbolic realm of names), our knowledge of 

Félicité’s consciousness as mediated through this narrator is incomplete.  The collective 

consciousness of her personhood and subjectivity is plural; the unification of this 

consciousness is, as Spivak writes, impossible. 

 The constitution of Félicité in “Un Coeur Simple” as a subject -- at least through 

the construction of Flaubert’s narrator, if not the reader -- is questionable at best.  The 

very first line of the text belies Félicité’s lack of subjectivity: “For half a century, 

Madame Aubain’s housemaid Félicité was the envy of all the good ladies of Pont-

l’Evêque” (“Un Coeur Simple” 3).  This first sentence posits the peasant woman as not a 

‘person’ exactly, but rather as an object of unquestionably high use-value (at least as far 

as domestic duties are concerned) whose possessor is to be envied by pampered 

bourgeois women (for whom housework is a task beneath their social class).  As if she 

were an object on display, the narrator continues with a list of her daily duties: 

 For just one hundred francs a year, she did all the cooking and the housework, 
 she saw to the darning, the washing, and the ironing, she could bridle a horse, 
 keep the chickens well fed and churn the butter.  What is more she remained 
 faithful to her mistress, who, it must be said, was not the easiest of people to get 
 along with. (3) 



 

11 

Félicité’s description here mentions little that would suggest her personhood -- from her 

per annum wage to her feeding the livestock -- other than her faithfulness in regard to her 

mistress, Madame Aubain.  At the beginning and the end of these first few sentences of 

the story, it is clear that Félicité is the territory and possession of the bourgeois Mme 

Aubain; however, the middle section is somewhat ambiguous in regard to the referent.  

Deborah Jensen, in her essay “The Persons and Things School: Parrots, Peasants, and 

Pariahs in ‘Un Coeur simple’ and La Chaumière indienne,” points out this confusion of 

subjects and notes that “this passing off of the baton of subjecthood from mistress to 

subject and back again inaugurates the problem of Félicité’s autonomy and equality” 

(Jensen 110).   

However, despite Madame Aubain’s claim over Félicité as her servant, the 

former’s own subjectivity and agency is also limited.  She is not simply a woman, but 

also a widow without any living male relatives.  Despite no longer being in the realm of 

the living, Madame Aubain’s husband still exerts great influence on the household 

through his very image; her boudoir contains “a picture of ‘Monsieur’ dressed up in the 

fanciful attire that was fashionable at the time,” and, upon Félicité’s initial arrival, she 

“lived in a constant state of trepidation as a result […] of the memory of ‘Monsieur’ 

which seemed to hover over everything” (4, 7).  Though only a painted representation 

and a consistently spoken-of memory, the otherwise-unnamed ‘Monsieur’ exerts invisible 

authority over Madame Aubain, who then exerts her (far more evident) authority over her 

servant Félicité. 

 Félicité’s status as subaltern woman is immediately and abundantly clear, but her 

naïveté about her oppressed status becomes manifest in her inability to recognize when 
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more powerful individuals attempt to ‘purchase’ her and her use-value. While the 

exchange between her and Madame Aubain (one hundred francs a year for the 

performance of any and all menial household tasks) appears somewhat transparent to her, 

she is either confused or overly trusting of men who attempt to ‘buy’ her for less 

‘respectable’ uses. Félicité, who was orphaned at a young age, was taken in by a farmer 

to look after livestock, “was beaten regularly for no reason at all and was eventually 

turned out of the house for having stolen thirty sous, a theft of which she was quite 

innocent” (“Un Coeur Simple” 5).  This she accepts without a complaint – or, at least, the 

text/narrator does not register any of her complaints. She is soon taken in at another farm 

for the same task.  However, it is around this time, during her eighteenth year, when a 

man first attempts to buy her affections: 

 She was standing off on her own, shyly, when a young man, fairly well off to 
 judge by his appearance […] approached her and asked her to dance.  He bought 
 her a glass of cider, a cup of coffee, a cake and a silk scarf and, imagining that 
 she understood his motive, offered to accompany her back home.  As they were 
 walking along the edge of a field of oats, he thrust her to the ground.  She was 
 terrified and began to scream.  He ran off. (5) 

Félicité’s status as a subaltern woman is evident to everyone around her -- so evident that 

the man mentioned above, a young bourgeois named Théodore, believes that, by buying 

her small luxuries, he also purchases her sexual consent.  After the two run into one 

another once again, he blames his “indiscretion” on inebriation but continues to attempt 

to purchase her sexual affections -- this time, through a proposal of marriage.  However, 

his briefly mentioned fear of military service trumps any affection for Félicité, either real 

or perceived; he purchases his freedom from service by marrying “a wealthy old lady 

from Toucques” and sends a friend to inform Félicité of this decision (“Un Coeur 

Simple” 7). Félicité is devastated, but soon finds her place within the confines of 



 

13 

Madame Aubain’s home, a place where the rules of exchange are more strictly defined 

and do not require any sacrifice of honor.  Here, she effectively exits from participation 

in the dominant heterosexual economy; she remains a virgin until her death. 

 Félicité’s interactions with Théodore -- her first and only romantic love -- mark a 

turning point in her young life, but it does not prove to be the only time during which 

more powerful individuals attempt to ‘purchase’ her and take advantage of her innate 

generosity and ‘simple heart.’  The next individual to attempt to take advantage of 

Félicité is Nastasie Barette-Leroux, a fisherman’s wife with three children whom Félicité 

believed to be her sister. Félicité, after finding her in the resort town of Trouville, 

“became very attached to them.  She bought them a blanket, some shirts and a cooking 

stove.  They were obviously out to take advantage of her” (14).  In an interesting reversal, 

by providing Nastasie and her assumed children with objects of some practical value, 

Félicité clearly believes that she can earn their affection and connection – something that 

she craves, having only experienced abortive, unsatisfying relationships with others.   

So, too, does she seek this sort of exchange with her nephew Victor.  A sailor, 

Victor and his weekly visits replace the interactions between Félicité and Nastasie and 

provide her with an outlet for maternal affections.  Up until his departure for Havana and 

his eventual death at sea, their interactions are marked by exchanges of goods and 

services: Victor occasionally provides Félicité with stories about his travels and three 

small gifts (“a little box made out of shells…a coffee cup…and a big gingerbread man”) 

while she would always feed him lunch, send him back with practical goods (“a bag of 

sugar, a piece of soap, a little brandy or even money”) and mend his clothing, all because 

she was “glad of any opportunity of encouraging him to visit her again” (“Un Coeur 
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Simple” 17-18).  In the economy in which Félicité is allowed to take part, where she 

mistakes trade for generosity and affection, she is only allowed cheap trinkets and 

feigned affection while providing any and all necessities that are in her power to give, as 

well as genuine (if naïve) love and care.  Clearly, Félicité does not and cannot understand 

this economy; she is entirely outside of it as a result of her classification as an illiterate 

servant-woman.  Nor does she have the capacity through this narrative/narrator to 

communicate and achieve subjectivity outside of the “things” and services that she can 

provide. 

 Félicité’s lack of access to the dominant language hinders her capacity to function 

as a S/subject throughout the text -- a lack that is never remedied by the narrator, the 

arbiter of this discourse and the only medium through whom we gain access to her life 

and consciousness. Félicité’s portrayal by Félicité, and the narrative as a whole, is 

marked by a sense of disorder, fragmentation, and Spivak’s combination of “knowing and 

not-knowing” that constitutes textual knowledge. Raymonde Debray-Genette, in her 

essay “Profane, Sacred: Disorder of Utterance in Trois Contes,” writes that “utterances, 

from its most infrequent to its most omnipresent manifestation, are always characterized 

by a specific kind of disorder, which in turn is either the product or the cause of a more 

general disintegration of the relationship of the individual to the world” (Flaubert and 

Postmodernism 13).  The disorder at issue here is that of an undefined consciousness as 

manifested through Félicité; however, the narrator provides us nothing with which to 

define it or transcend it.  Debray-Genette rightly points out that Félicité is not entirely 

devoid of language in “Un Coeur Simple”: she makes “sixteen direct responses, […] 

from one to twelve words in length, [that] are […] found [in the text]” (Flaubert and 
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Postmodernism 19).  However, as Jonathan Culler also notes in his book Flaubert: The 

Uses of Uncertainty, “it is patently clear that Félicité does not herself succeed in 

organizing and interpreting her experience.  She is written, as it were, by a social context” 

(Culler 210). The social context being that of the bourgeois hegemonic discourse of 

nineteenth-century France filtered through a decidedly “universal” male-gendered arbiter, 

Félicité is presented as a twice-othered entity with no language or form of expression to 

call her own. This interpretation of her consciousness and existence leaves a void both for 

her and for our understanding of her psyche, motivations, and experience. 

 Félicité is marked as a non-speaking ‘subject’ by Flaubert’s narrator at the very 

beginning of the text.  Within the first few pages, he remarks on the fact that the servant-

woman “hardly ever spoke, and her upright stance and deliberate movements gave her the 

appearance of a woman made out of wood, driven as if by clockwork” (“Un Coeur 

Simple” 5). A woman made out of wood and driven by an inner mechanism is not a 

woman at all; rather, she is an automaton, essentially unthinking, a mere object without 

any inner life or spirit.  Though her utterances are occasionally marked in the narrative, 

most of them are linked to the deeds that she performs rather than speech/speaking as a 

revealing or transformative act.  To wit, nearly every time she speaks outside the context 

of her work (bartering with farmers for household goods, for example, or showing 

Madame Aubain’s uncle out the door after he has too much to drink), her utterances are 

disregarded, made light of, or ignored.  A telling example is one of the only explicitly 

verbal interactions that take place between Félicité and Madame Aubain, during which 

the servant attempts to comfort her mistress by identifying with her: 

  Thinking that her own situation might serve as some comfort, Félicité 
 ventured: 
  ‘But Madame, I haven’t received any news for six months!’ 
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  ‘News from whom?’ 
  ‘Why, news from my nephew,’ Félicité gently replied. 
  ‘Oh, your nephew!’ And with a shrug of her shoulders, Madame Aubain 
 began pacing the room again, as if to say, ‘I hadn’t given him a thought!  And in  
 any case, he’s no concern of mine!  A mere ship’s boy…he’s not worth bothering 
 about!  But someone like my daughter…really!’ 
  Although Félicité had been fed such rough treatment since she was a child, 
 she felt very offended by Madame Aubain.  But she soon got over it.  (“Un Coeur 
 Simple” 20) 
 
During this exchange, Félicité is trying to establish common ground and a sense of 

connection with her mistress, in the hopes of being able to express sympathy with 

Madame Aubain’s misery at not having heard from her daughter Virginie in four days. 

Unfortunately for Félicité, the effort falls on deaf and indifferent ears.  For Madame 

Aubain, at least in this point in the narrative, the servant’s concerns are so far removed 

from her own, her grief over not receiving letters from her only daughter in a few days 

being, to her, more justified than Félicité’s over spending months at a time without any 

new knowledge of her lower-class nephew’s existence.  In this moment where Félicité 

speaks simply and honestly to bridge the gap of mourning and forge similarity and 

communion between them, Madame Aubain alienates her servant further and reinscribes 

their differing oppressions as well as Félicité’s subaltern status in her household and 

France.  Upset as Félicité is by this slight, she is used to linguistic oppression from both 

her equals and oppressors for her entire lifetime; as a result, she “soon [gets] over it” and 

forgets the offending exchange.   

This passage is doubly interesting in regard to the narrative technique used to 

convey this failed communion; in it, Flaubert and his narrator intersperse the limited 

dialogue with free indirect discourse on the sides of both Félicité and Madame Aubain.  

The exchange itself would seem relatively offhand and innocuous without the narrator’s 

intrusion, but the narrator also clearly has more insight into the latter’s thoughts (which 
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are articulated in a quoted thought-utterance) than the former (whose emotional state is 

described rather than recalled as speech).  Debray-Genette claims that, in “Un Coeur 

Simple,” “the ‘I’ is indicative of an attempt to establish an autonomy of the utterance that 

direct discourse either cannot or does not want to accomplish” (Flaubert and 

Postmodernism 21).  I would venture to argue that, on the contrary, the discourse 

accomplishes what the ‘I’ cannot, at least not for Félicité.  Since Félicité is constructed as 

a non-speaking subject who, even when she speaks, is ignored as though she were mute, 

her reference to her self as the ‘I’ is essentially ineffective in constituting her subjecthood 

in the eyes of both Madame Aubain and the narrative.  Indeed, as Culler notes, “Félicité 

is silent for the most part, alienated from language […] like [the] wooden robot” that 

Flaubert’s narrator describes her as being (The Uses of Uncertainty 208-209). 

Not only does Félicité lack access to speech, as evidenced by the dearth of her 

utterances and lack of spoken communication throughout the narrative, but also to the 

symbolic acts of reading and writing.  Any access she has to the dominant discourse is 

mediated not through words, but by images.  When Monsieur Bourais, the manager of 

Madame Aubain’s properties, gives an illustrated geography book as a gift to Madame’s 

children in the hopes that it would help Paul and Virginie enjoy their studies, the former 

makes an attempt to explain the pictures to Félicité; “in fact,” Flaubert’s narrator notes, 

“this was the only time anyone ever taught her how to read a book” (“Un Coeur Simple” 

9).  Interestingly, this geography book is one in which the non-Western European world 

is exoticized, presented more through graphic representation than through words, and is 

the work of the colonizing cultural hegemony.  It appeals more to the fetishization of the 

Third World than to any particularly pedagogical purpose, with its depiction of “scenes 
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from different parts of the world, cannibals wearing feathered head-dresses, a monkey 

abducting a young girl, a group of Bedouins in the desert, a whale being harpooned, and 

so on” (“Un Coeur Simple” 9).  Although Félicité remains illiterate, being taught to 

“read” from such a text only serves to associate her even more closely with the colonized, 

the oppressed, and the subaltern.  Later in the text, after she finds out that her nephew 

Victor’s ship made it to Havana, she becomes curious and projects her uncultured 

imagination onto Victor’s possible doings: 

Because of its association with cigars, Félicité imagined Havana to be a place  
in which the only thing people did was to smoke and she pictured Victor walking 
amongst crowds of Negroes in a cloud of tobacco smoke.  Was it possible to 
reach Havana by land, ‘if need be’?  How far was it from Pont-l’Evêque? 
(“Un Coeur Simple” 21) 

She chooses to consult Monsieur Bourais, the provider of the geography book, for insight 

on Victor’s location. This endeavor proves completely unhelpful for Félicité, owing to 

the fact her entrance into the realm of writing and geographical knowledge has been 

precluded by her subaltern status.  At one point, Bourais, seeing her uncomprehending 

expression, “asked her what was puzzling her and she asked him if he would show her 

the house in which Victor was living” (21). Félicité’s unconscious naïveté produced a 

reaction of hilarity from her ‘teacher,’ while, since “her own understanding was so 

limited that she probably even expected to see a picture of her nephew, she could not 

understand what he found so funny” (“Un Coeur Simple” 21).  Because she is barred 

access to the realm of writing, Félicité is presented to the reader as thinking and 

apprehending things in terms of images and representations, rather than in names and 

words. 

 This inability to access the realm of writing – and, subsequently, ‘knowledge’ – is 

also worth noting here in regard to Félicité’s experience of Roman Catholicism.  When 
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Félicité is first depicted as attending Mass, the reader is initially provided with a 

description of the pew, chapel, and the Biblical designs of the stained-glass windows.  

Eventually the priest begins with a lesson on the Scriptures, but instead of names and 

(written) histories and parables, “Félicité’s mind was filled with images of Paradise, the 

Flood, the Tower of Babel, cities consumed by flames, people dying and idols cast down” 

(“Un Coeur Simple” 15, emphasis mine).  While she can reconstruct images of Biblical 

events vividly and easily, abstract concepts prove more difficult for her.  For example, 

“she found it difficult to imagine what the Holy Spirit looked like because he was not 

only a bird but sometimes a fire and sometimes a breath” (15).  Without possessing 

knowledge of Church teachings, Félicité’s understanding of the transcendent Spirit is 

bound to be on shaky ground; she is, after all, illiterate and immanent.  Although she 

gained much sensual and imaginary pleasure from the church and the Mass, 

 Of church dogma she understood not a word and did not even attempt to  
 understand it.  As the curé stood explaining it all to the children and the 
 children repeated what they had learnt, Félicité would drop off to sleep, to 
 be woken suddenly by the clatter of wooden shoes on the stone floor […] 
 (“Un Coeur Simple” 15) 

Flaubert’s narrator never touches on the motives behind Félicité’s lack of attempt or 

desire to absorb or understand church dogma, but in the context one may say that her lack 

of access to ‘knowledge’ is so pronounced that she lacks the drive to even try to enter 

into this realm. 

 Towards the end of her life, Félicité eventually encounters the one object with 

which her lack of access to speaking and her associations with images and graphic 

representation rather than with reading, writing, and discourse are not insurmountable 

obstacles.  This object is not another subject so much as it is simply an animal: a parrot 

that she names Loulou.  According to Mary Orr in her book Flaubert: Writing the 
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Masculine, “Loulou signifies the possible and the imaginary for Félicité, a non-economic 

token of exchange […] at a time in Félicité’s life where there is no one else upon whom 

to lavish her beingness” (Orr 165).  Loulou the parrot was originally brought to Madame 

Aubain’s household by the black servant of the Baron de Larsonnière’s as a gift, one 

requiring no further exchange or economic transaction.  The Baron, a former counsel in 

America who was appointed the town’s subprefect, was promoted and had to leave town 

– and Loulou – immediately.  The gift of the parrot was originally intended for Madame 

Aubain, but, because the bird grew to be an annoyance and since “the parrot had been a 

source of wonder to Félicité for a long time, for it came from America,” it was passed off 

to Félicité to look after (“Un Coeur Simple” 26-28).  The connection between America 

and its significance as unknowable and wondrous for Félicité, the black servant – a man 

who, like Félicité, also is subaltern in nineteenth-century bourgeois France – and the 

exotic parrot all serve to more closely link Félicité to her subaltern status. 

 Aside from this subaltern alignment in the category of economy and colonization, 

Loulou is the first being with which Félicité exchanges anything resembling language, 

communication, or communion.  Recalling the beginning of the narrative where 

Flaubert’s narrator refers to Félicité as a “woman made of wood,” “some people” who 

would visit the Aubain household “called [Loulou] a blockhead [“une bûche”]” (“Un 

Coeur Simple” 29).  Like Félicité, the bird was outwardly perceived as being hollow, 

empty-headed, devoid of sentiment or agency.  However, in direct opposition to viewing 

the parrot as simply an object, “she decided she would teach him how to speak and he 

was very soon able to say, ‘Pretty boy!’, ‘Your servant, sir!’ and ‘Hail Mary!’” (29).  

Despite the fact that parrots are only capable of mimicry and have no formal language 
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capacities of their own, Loulou’s ‘mindless’ repetition of everyday pleasantries was 

enough for Félicité to develop a symbolic connection with him that functioned outside of 

what generally passes as discourse. Félicité becomes completely deaf after a bout of 

tonsillitis and lingering ear infections, but still she could “hear” Loulou “speak” and 

communicate back to him: “They would hold conversations with each other, the parrot 

endlessly repeating the three stock phrases from his repertory and Félicité replying with 

words that made very little sense but came straight from the heart” (“Un Coeur Simple” 

31).  Even without her sense of hearing, the parrot’s extremely limited powers of sound 

repetition, and her position as a non-speaking and now non-hearing object (indeed, much 

like that of her parrot), Félicité and Loulou come as close as the subaltern can come to a 

representable act of speech without transcending subalternity entirely. 

 Nor does Loulou’s eventual death end the pattern of communication between the 

parrot and Félicité.  Rather than accept the death of her beloved bird and continue on, 

“she wept so much that her mistress eventually said, ‘Well, why don’t you have him 

stuffed?’” (“Un Coeur Simple” 32).  The process of shipping and stuffing Loulou takes 

nearly six months, but eventually he returns to Félicité, who installs the newly stuffed 

and, to some extent, resurrected bird in her bedroom.  While she can no longer experience 

verbal communion with the bird, she constructs a representational and religious 

communion in which Loulou plays the integral role.  “When she went to church,” 

Flaubert’s narrator relates, “she would sit gazing at the picture of the Holy Spirit and it 

struck her that it looked rather like her parrot” (“Un Coeur Simple” 35).  Her 

confusion/communion with Loulou (or, at least, Loulou’s image) becomes more and 

more marked as time wears on.  Soon enough, “in her mind…the parrot [became] 
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sanctified by connection with the Holy Spirit and the Holy Spirit in turn acquiring life 

and meaning” (“Un Coeur Simple” 35).  Loulou’s inanimate, unspeaking object-body 

also begins as an object of confusion with the Holy Spirit for Félicité, but ultimately 

shifts from being something that allows her to apprehend the Holy Spirit to being an 

object of overt idolatry. “Félicité,” Flaubert’s narrator recounts, “would say her prayers 

with her eyes turned toward the picture [of the Holy Spirit] but every now and then she 

would turn her head slightly to look at the parrot” (“Un Coeur Simple” 35).  After the 

death of Madame Aubain, with the sale of the house an imminent possibility, Félicité 

turns entirely to Loulou as a holy object; though merely an object then, the servant 

endowed the stuffed bird with qualities that were not given even to the Holy Spirit. “She 

developed the idolatrous habit of kneeling in front of the parrot to say her prayers.  

Sometimes the sun would catch the parrot’s glass eye as it came through the little 

window, causing an emanation of radiant light that sent her into ecstasies” (“Un Coeur 

Simple” 37).  If we are to accept Jonathan Culler’s notion that “arbitrary signs, which 

make no pretense of accurately conveying human feelings,” are in reality “the forms 

which contain the greatest depths,” it is unsurprising that Félicité took the sign and image 

of the parrot she loved as the primary vehicle for her most deeply felt emotions (Culler 

209).  Toward the end of her life, the still devoutly religious (if idolatrous) Félicité felt 

sorry that she could do nothing to prepare the town’s altars, and so offered up the stuffed 

parrot; while her neighbors objected to the offering, “saying that it was not really 

suitable,” the curé accepted, and in response, she “asked him to accept Loulou, the one 

treasure she possessed, as a gift from her when she died” (“Un Coeur Simple” 38).  The 

act of giving the stuffed Loulou as a gift not only completes the cycle of “non-economic 
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token exchange” (as Orr describes it), but also represents a continued attempt on 

Félicité’s part to create meaningful communion with someone – anyone – who will listen 

to her.  Ironically, it is a clergyman who is left with the remnants of her subjectivity in the 

form of the dead, idolized Loulou – a man who is not only part of one of the institutions 

contributing to her oppression, but also a man who would likely take offense to Félicité’s 

transformation of a stuffed parrot into the image of the Holy Spirit. 

Félicité dies on the very last page of the narrative dedicated to her.  However, it is 

only with her death that she achieves anything resembling subjectivity.  Orr writes, 

“Beyond taking or giving, but merely being, Félicité…comes to authenticity at the point 

where her immanence, matching the parrot’s, becomes transcendence in the death which 

takes her” (Orr 165).   Flaubert’s narrator concludes “Un Coeur Simple” by informing the 

reader that “with her dying breath she imagined she saw a huge parrot hovering above her 

head as the heavens parted to receive her” (“Un Coeur Simple” 40).  If it is, as Spivak 

writes, that the subaltern cannot be heard to speak, the only way in which the subaltern 

can speak/shape her representation is through her destruction. Félicité, simple as her heart 

may be, however ‘knowable’ she might become, is no exception.
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2 

Seasons and St. Petersburg: Tolstoy’s “Family Happiness” and the 
Woman/Nature Binary  

 
 

 In this chapter, I will analyze Leo Tolstoy’s short story “Family Happiness” 

(1859) through an ecofeminist lens.  Using Sherry B. Ortner’s observations on the 

constructed associations between women/nature and men/culture as a theoretical 

foundation, I will explore the textual methods that Tolstoy uses in setting up these 

binaries within the narrative.  In particular, I will examine Marya Alexandrovna’s 

(Masha’s) marked association with the natural world and the countryside.  However, over 

the course of the narrative, as Masha moves from the “natural” state of her country house 

and her “blooming” love for Sergey Mikhailich into the stages of marriage and her 

introduction to St. Petersburg society/“unnatural” culture, she undergoes a process of 

corruption and defilement.  Indeed, it is only at the denouement of the story that a return 

to the country/nature cleanses Masha of her culture-influenced depravity, simultaneously 

returning her to her “natural” marital duties and “natural” state of happiness – family 

happiness. 

 In order for me to justify Tolstoy’s association between Masha and nature as a 

key element of the narrative of “Family Happiness,” I find it necessary to situate the 

textual connection within a broader framework.  Sherry B. Ortner’s essay “Is Female to 

Male as Nature is to Culture?” (1972) may generally fall under the academic category of 

anthropology, but the central argument lends itself well to readings of broadly cultural 
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texts, including literary ones.  Ortner begins with a premise that, while initially shocking, 

is difficult to question: “the secondary status of women,” she writes, “is one of the true 

universals, a pan-cultural fact” (5).  This statement is tempered immediately by the 

acknowledgment that “within this universal fact, the specific cultural conceptions and 

symbolizations of women are incredibly diverse and even mutually contradictory” (5).  

Ortner works from an activist angle in that her aim is to find the roots of this universal 

subordination of women and, subsequently, to work to end this subordination; her work is 

not that of a disinterested, fully objective scholar.  After placing the onus on the skeptic 

to prove that women are not universally subordinated to at least some extent (as opposed 

to the viewpoint that women’s subordination is an isolated phenomenon), Ortner provides 

possible explanations for this oppression of women.  Her first explanation, that of 

biological determinism (i.e., women are biologically or genetically “inferior” to men and 

so are destined to be placed in a secondary role, a role that most of them find satisfying), 

is immediately dismissed – such differences, Ortner argues, “only take on [the] 

significance of superior/inferior within the framework of culturally defined value 

systems” (Ortner 9).  As a result of the insufficiency of the biological determinism model, 

Ortner turns to those elements that she believes compose the generalized universals of the 

human condition on a broad scale: 

  For example, every human being has a physical body and a sense of 
  non-physical mind, is part of a society of other individuals and an 
  inheritor of a cultural tradition, and must engage in some relationship, 
  however mediated, with “nature” or the non-human realm in order to 
  survive.  Every human being is born (to a mother) and ultimately dies; 
  all are assumed to have an interest in personal survival; and society/ 
  culture has its own interest in (or at least momentum toward) continuity 
  and survival that transcends the lives and deaths of particular individuals. 
  (Ortner 10) 
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Taking these human givens into consideration, Ortner posits that “woman is being 

identified with, or, if you will, seems to be a symbol of, something that every culture 

devalues, something that every culture defines as being at a lower order of existence than 

itself” (10).  She concludes that this “something” that is universally devalued by human 

culture is nature, at least in the most general sense of the term.  “Every culture, or, 

generically, ‘culture,’” she points out, “is engaged in the process of generating and 

sustaining systems of meaningful forms (symbols, artifacts, etc.) by means of which 

humanity transcends the givens of natural existence” (10).  While some cultures make 

greater distinctions along this nature/culture binary than others, and the distinction itself 

is entirely shaped by human-constructed systems, Ortner believes that this is a basic 

opposition present in all cultures – the opposition of human needs and desires to the 

earth.  It would logically follow, then, that if nature serves as the subordinate term in the 

nature/culture dialectic, and women are in all cases, in all cultures, considered 

subordinate and inferior to men, that women are on at least some level associated with the 

term “nature,” and men, with “culture.”  Ortner then continues by outlining the basis for 

the association between women and nature; according to her, “it all of course begins with 

the body, and the natural procreative functions specific to women alone” (Ortner 12).  

She points out three levels on which the female, by virtue of her sexed body, is positioned 

as closer to “nature” than the male: 

  i) Her body and its functions, more involved more of the time with “species 
  life,” seem to place her closer to nature […] 
  ii) Her body and its functions put her in social roles that are in turn considered 
  to be at a lower order of culture, in opposition to the higher orders of the cultural 
  process. 
  iii) Her traditional social roles […] in turn give her a different psychic structure – 
  and again, this psychic structure, like her physiological nature and her social 
  roles, is seen as being more “like nature.” (Ortner 12) 
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 For the purposes of this chapter, I do not find it necessary to fully reiterate 

Ortner’s detailed explorations of each level.  However, it is necessary to mention several 

points that come up during these explorations; namely, that men are viewed as “creators” 

of transcendent and often abstract objects and concepts, whereas women merely create 

“perishables” – human beings (14); that women are often curiously accepting of their 

situation as a subordinate race (15); that women’s place is seen as “in the home” and that 

they are closely associated with nature by virtue of home-making and child-rearing (17); 

and finally, as a result of these associations, men create culture while women serve as 

intermediaries, both physically and psychically (18).  (These latter points will prove to be 

particularly well articulated by Tolstoy through Masha’s narration in “Family 

Happiness,” as I will demonstrate later in this chapter.)  Ortner does end her essay by 

reasserting that any and all distinctions that she has made according to the women-

nature/men-culture binaries are cultural constructions: “Woman is not ‘in reality’ any 

closer to (nor farther from) nature than man – both have consciousness, both are mortal.  

But there are certainly reasons why she appears that way” (Ortner 28).  In the case of 

“Family Happiness,” perhaps Masha is not “naturally” Sergey’s subordinate – but, to 

echo Ortner, there are certainly reasons why she, too, appears that way. 

 Before I continue, I would like to take note of the dearth of critical material on 

“Family Happiness.”  There are few books or papers dedicated to the short story, which 

scholars frequently note in the existing material.  Joe Andrew opens the chapter dedicated 

to “Family Happiness” in his book Narrative, Space, and Gender in Russian Fiction by 

pointing out that “ ‘Family Happiness’ has received surprisingly little critical attention, as 

most writers on this work note sooner or later”; he also notes Tolstoy’s own distaste for 
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the work, which, as he described it in his diary, was “a ‘loathsome disgrace’” (Andrew 

85).  As a result, I will be relying more on Ortner’s work as a foundation for my analysis 

and less on the few pertinent works on the novella that I came across in my research.  

Moreover, I will be working with a conception of “nature” that will include aspects of the 

world over which an individual has no control – one that will cover not only those 

elements that Ortner explains, but the seasons, trees, forests, and so forth which are often 

categorized as “nature” in literary texts. 

 At the opening of “Family Happiness,” the reader is immediately situated within 

nature: “We were in mourning for my mother, who had died in the autumn, and I spent 

all that winter alone in the country with Katya and Sonya (3).  Immediately, too, one 

realizes that the narrator of the novella is a young female, rather than the third-person 

omniscient – and presumably male – narrator that can be found in many of Tolstoy’s 

major works, including the later Anna Karenina.  This narrator is Marya Alexandrovna 

(referred to by her diminutive, Masha, in the text), who is seventeen at the beginning of 

the retrospective narration.  She was at a turning point in her life, for “in the very year of 

her death [Masha’s] mother was intending to move to Petersburg, in order to take [her 

daughter] into society” (3).  This move from nature and the “natural” surroundings of 

Pokrovskoe, the family’s country estate, into the cosmopolitan city and culture, was 

foreclosed by her mother’s demise; instead, Masha is isolated in the house and by the 

winter, which was “so cold and so windy that the snowdrifts came higher than the 

windows; the panes were almost always dimmed by frost, and [they] seldom walked or 

drove anywhere throughout the winter” (3).  The freezing, dark winter serves as a 

reflection of Masha’s depression and solitude; Masha herself mirrors the natural state of 
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the season as well as of the house.  Edward Wasiolek notes in Tolstoy’s Major Fiction 

that “Tolstoy uses the natural seasons as an analogue to the movement of emotions,” and 

that the dimmed frosty windows similarly reflect how “the life inside has been dimmed 

by death and closed to the outside world.  Dead nature outside reflects the dead life 

inside” (Wasiolek 41).  There may be few boundaries between inner and outer in regard 

to “dead nature,” but the young, black-clad Masha still serves as the mediator between 

the outside and the inside, and is more closely associated with the winter than with the 

house’s occupants or its occasional, cheerless visitors. 

 However, winter cannot last forever, and neither can Masha’s isolation.  In the 

month of March, Sergey Mikhailich, the guardian of Pokrovskoe and a friend of Masha’s 

long-deceased father, arrives to handle the management of the family estate.  With his 

arrival, spring begins.  Sergey Mikhailich’s initial comments to Masha parallel the 

seasonal change: 

  “Can this really be you?” he said in his plain decisive way, walking 
  towards me with his arms apart.  “Is so great a change possible?  
  How grown up you are!  I used to call you ‘violet,’ but now you are 
  a rose in full bloom!” (“Family Happiness” 5) 
 
In likening the nearly-adult Masha to types of flowers (first a violet, then a rose), Sergey 

Mikhailich is perpetuating a sort of naturist language in which women are described not 

by their human characteristics, but rather are represented as objects that, while beautiful 

and “natural,” lack any sort of discernable agency.  The rest of this initial visit for Masha 

consists of reminisces of Masha’s father, a performance of Beethoven’s “Moonlight 

Sonata” (for which she receives “moderate praise” from Sergey Mikhailich), and a 

discussion of women and their usefulness.  Upon hearing of Masha’s inability to stand 

solitude, Sergey Mikhailich asserts that he “can’t praise a young lady who is alive only 
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when people are admiring her, but as soon as she is left alone, collapses and finds nothing 

to her taste – one who is all for show and has no resources in herself” (7).  The ideal 

woman is one that is not simply a “shiny object,” but also one that can make herself 

useful.  Her abilities and usefulness, of course, are aligned with “natural,” domestic 

matters, rather than to anything associated with culture.  Indeed it is culture at large – 

people in groups – that is anathema to the young woman within the text. 

 Sergey Mikhailich must, of course, leave Pokrovskoe, but promises to return later 

in the springtime.  The arrival of spring brings not only the rebirth of the land, but also 

the re-emergence of Masha’s happiness.  “My old dejection passed away and gave place 

to the unrest which spring brings in it, full of dreams and vague hopes and desires” (9).  

Rather than languishing, as she had done that winter, Masha begins to read and play the 

piano, but also immerses herself in the “natural” world; she notes that she also “often 

went into the garden and wandered for long alone through the avenues or sat on a bench 

there; and Heaven knows what my thoughts and wishes and hopes were at such times” 

(9).  These thoughts and wishes are connected not only to the natural setting of the 

country garden, but also to her emerging, “natural” love for Sergey Mikhailich.  Wasiolek 

observes, “Sergey and the feelings he arouses in [Masha], as well as the advent of spring, 

contrive to bring Masha back to what is concrete and present in her”; she “comes back to 

life when she touches what is real and natural within her” (44). True to his word, Sergey 

returns to Pokrovskoe in May, where he meets Masha and her companion Katya 

unexpectedly (also in the garden).  Although this spring visit ends on a cold note, as a 

result of Masha’s reluctant agreement that Sergey Mikhailich is an aging man, the 

following season – summer – brings visits two to three times a week.  It is during this 
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summer that Masha and Sergey’s love begins to take form.  Sergey Mihailich is most 

interested in Masha when her appearance is simple and unpretentious; she is at first taken 

aback by his “complete indifference and even contempt for [her] personal appearance,” 

but soon comes to the realization that “he wished to make sure that [she] had not a trace 

of affectation” (“Family Happiness” 14).  This total disregard for her appearance is an 

attempt on Sergey Mikhailich’s part to rid her of the affectations of culture and, in turn, 

an attempt to locate her in the domestic and “natural” sphere rather than that of the public 

sphere of culture.  Vanity is, in the eyes of Sergey Mikhailich (and by proxy, Tolstoy), a 

corrupting influence, and one to which a pure woman should not fall prey. 

 The scene during which Masha and Sergey Mikahilich understand, if not fully 

declare, their love for one another also occurs in nature, on the verandah in the garden 

and along its paths.  The summer is ending – it is August – and Masha has taken 

Communion on her birthday.  After dinner, “the sun shone into the drawing room, and 

[they] went out on the verandah,” whereSergey Mikhailich strips the leaves off a lilac 

branch during their pivotal discussion (“Family Happiness” 34).  Once again, Masha is 

associated with flowers; as the lilac branch is stripped and bared, so are her feelings for 

Sergey Mikhailich, and he is the one who forces her unveiling.  Wasiolek again notes that 

August is the month in which “nature comes to fruition” and, as Masha’s internal life has 

proved to be closely associated with the seasons and states of nature, it follows that her 

love also comes to full fruition at this time (41).  Their marriage comes only two weeks 

after their realization of love.  It too is an affair unsullied by the trappings of society, as it 

was conducted “without wedding-clothes, without a party, without best men and supper 



 

32 

and champagne, and all the other conventional features of a wedding” (“Family 

Happiness” 35). 

 Marriage, however, does not provide the sort of happiness that Masha had hoped 

for.  Sergey Mikhailich moves Masha from Pokrovskoe to his own estate, “one of those 

old-fashioned country houses in which several generations have passed their lives 

together under one roof, respecting and loving one another” (“Family Happiness” 44).  

She is, at first, content with her simple country life and the routine nature of her days, but 

eventually this life and loving her husband without any element of martyrdom begin to 

bother her.  She longs for an opportunity in which to prove her love, which her idyllic 

and routine rustic life cannot offer. “I wanted movement and not a calm course of 

existence,” Masha recalls.  “I wanted excitement and danger and the chance to sacrifice 

myself for my love” (“Family Happiness” 48).  Masha’s feeling of stagnation is once 

again tied to the course of the seasons; with the advent of winter, she admits, “I began to 

feel lonely, that life was repeating itself, that there was nothing new in either him or in 

myself, and that we were merely going back to what had been before” (48).  Nearly a 

year has passed since their first meeting in the text – the seasons have made an almost 

complete cycle.  Masha becomes increasingly more disillusioned with her simple life and 

with the role of domestic helpmate and inferior to which she is relegated as Sergey 

Mikhailich’s wife.  Sergey is much chagrined at Masha’s dissatisfaction, but rationalizes 

his sheltering her in the country, away from city life and corrupting influences, by 

explaining, “I know that excitement is always painful; I have learnt that from the 

experience of life.  I love you, and I can’t but wish to save you from excitement” 

(“Family Happiness” 51).  “Excitement” here is analogous to the city and to the 
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influences of culture; Sergey wishes to shield Masha from society in order to save her 

from the pain of corruption and lost innocence.  Still, Masha’s disillusionment and 

boredom cannot be assuaged without journeying into society, however, and “a fortnight 

later, before Christmas, [they] were in Petersburg” (“Family Happiness” 53). 

 Masha’s initial trip to Petersburg and her entry into society marks the beginning 

of her defilement by culture, by the resulting affectations of culture, and by men.  The 

first sign of her corruption comes with her initial impressions of Petersburg.  She recalls, 

“I found myself at once in such a new and delightful world, surrounded by so many 

pleasures and confronted by such novel interests, that I instantly, though unconsciously, 

turned my back on my past life and its plans” (“Family Happiness” 54).  It is here that 

Masha begins to make the transition from a nature-based life (domestic, rural, and 

heavily associated with the seasons and natural world) to a life rooted in culture, which 

Tolstoy constructs as artificial and detrimental, particularly to women.  She is showered 

with compliments by society ladies; is invited to numerous balls; and takes pleasure in 

being admired and desired by individuals other than her husband.  Wasiolek writes, “The 

courtship in the city is an artificial and false one of idle compliments and unreal 

emotions, tirelessly repeated in the same way,” and with this unreality and unnaturalness 

of social interaction begins the unnatural separation of husband and wife (46).  Masha is 

oblivious to both her husband’s boredom with society life and the backhanded 

compliments given to her (for example, the verdict on her at one particular ball was that 

she was “quite unlike the other women and had a rural simplicity and charm of [her] 

own”); indeed, she laments that she “was utterly blinded by this sudden affection which I 

seemed to evoke in all our new acquaintances, and confused by the unfamiliar 
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atmosphere of luxury, refinement, and novelty” (55-56).  The changes that occur in 

Masha horrify Sergey Mikhailich, as he watches her move from her natural state of being 

into one that adopts the vain trappings of Petersburg society and, as a result, causes her to 

turn away from her husband and assert a modicum of independence.  In an argument that 

results from Masha’s desire to put off their departure to Nikolskoe (Sergey Mikhailich’s 

estate) in order to be formally introduced to a prince at a ball, he tells her: 

  It sickens me that the prince admired you, and you therefore run to 
  meet him, forgetting your husband and yourself and your womanly 
  dignity; and you willfully misunderstand what your want of self-respect 
  makes your husband feel for you.  (“Family Happiness” 59-60) 
 
From this passage, it appears that above all else Sergey Mikhailich resents Masha’s 

growing independence from him and her realization of her social potential in the public 

sphere.  She, too, seems to sense the duplicity of her motives: “ ‘Ah, so this is a 

husband’s power,’ [she thought], ‘to insult and humiliate a perfectly innocent woman.  

Such may be a husband’s rights, but I will not submit to them’” (“Family Happiness” 60).  

In refusing to accept her husband’s full domination over her, Masha disrupts the dynamic 

of their marital relationship and that of the “natural” domination of the patriarchal male 

figure over the inferior female. 

 The rupture of Masha’s “natural” relationship with Sergey Mikhailich parallels 

that of the text’s narration; three years pass by in the course of as many pages.  Their 

lives become separate; a “limit to tenderness” emerges in Sergey Mikhailich, as Masha’s 

artifice and vanity prevents him from fully loving her (64).  The “unnaturalness” of 

Masha’s being becomes particularly evident when she gives birth to their first son: 

  At first the feeling of motherhood did take hold of me with such 
  power, and produce in me such a passion of unanticipated joy, that 
  I believed this would prove the beginning of a new life for me.  But, 
  in the course of two months, when I began to go out again, my feeling 
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  grew weaker and weaker, till it passed into mere habit and the lifeless 
  performance of a duty.  (“Family Happiness” 65) 
 
Masha’s boredom with motherhood and mothering is what fully separates her from her 

natural role as mother, homemaker, and domestic helpmate.  The private sphere loses its 

meaning in her life and is replaced with idle and damaging entertainment and social 

experiences in the public sphere. 

 Masha’s transgressive actions cannot continue indefinitely in the text: either she 

must repent of her sins against nature or suffer the consequences. The pivotal moment 

occurs during the summer of Masha’s twenty-first year, in the German resort town of 

Baden.  She spends this summer away from her husband, in the company of men to 

whom she is not related.  One of these men, an Italian marquis who remains nameless, 

captures her attention as a result of his “boldness” and his resemblance to Sergey 

Mikhailich.  She recalls, “He struck me by this likeness, though in general, in his lips, 

eyes, and long chin, there was something coarse and animal which contrasted with my 

husband’s charming expression of kindness and noble serenity” (“Family Happiness” 

66).  Interestingly, while the comparison seems intended to contrast their respective 

natures, the Italian marquis is denoted by “natural,” animalistic qualities whereas Sergey 

Mikihailich is associated with characteristics that are commonly aligned with “cultured” 

and civilized individuals (chiefly men).  On one afternoon, Masha and another Russian 

lady, Mme M., take a drive to the ruins of a castle on the outskirts of Baden, where they 

happen to overhear a conversation between the Italian marquis and a French 

acquaintance.  The day itself is pleasant, but the coldness of the castle, its representation 

of ruined civilization, and the setting sun all foreshadow the end of Masha’s vain and 

“unnatural” mode of living.  When she encounters the marquis, whom she overheard 
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coarsely discussing his intentions toward her, Masha tries to avoid him; her thoughts 

begin to gravitate toward women’s domain, “[her] husband, [her] child, [her] country” 

(“Family Happiness” 68).  However, the marquis catches up to her and, upon the touch of 

his hand, she recognizes his passion for her and finds herself “tempted to throw [herself] 

headlong into the abyss of forbidden delights that had suddenly opened up before [her]” 

(“Family Happiness” 69).  Yet, at the moment at which the Italian proclaims his love in a 

voice reminiscent of Sergey Mikhailich’s, an epiphany of sorts takes place.  “ ‘At once,’’ 

she reminisces, “ ‘I thought of my husband and child, as creatures once precious to me 

who had now passed altogether out of my life’” (“Family Happiness” 69-70).  

Recognizing the level of vanity and artifice to which she has fallen, Masha finds that her 

only recourse and route to happiness is to leave Baden (and Petersburg) behind, to return 

to Nikolskoe with her husband, and to assume the role of dutiful wife and mother once 

more. 

 “Family Happiness” ends at Pokrovskoe on a spring night.  Masha gives birth to 

another child, and she and Sergey Mikhailich inhabit Masha’s girlhood home as 

Nikolskoe – their marital home – undergoes repairs.  As at the beginning of their 

relationship, Masha regains her interest in playing the piano (an interest that she failed to 

pursue while in Petersburg, among society) and again plays Beethoven’s “Moonlight 

Sonata” for her husband.  Like they did in years past, the couple goes out to sit on the 

veranda, but this time, rather than experiencing the rays of the sun, it begins to rain.  

Wasiolek notes that this “gentle rain […] purifies the earth about” Masha, and indeed the 

rain appears to cleanse her (47): 
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I rested one hand upon the wet slippery rail and put my head out. 

 The fresh rain wetted my hair and neck in places.  The cloud, growing 
 lighter and thinner, was passing overhead; the steady patter of the  
 rain gave place to occasional drops that fell from the sky or dripped  
 from the trees. [...] The whole prospect before us grew clear.  (“Family 
 Happiness” 76) 
 
Here, Masha is returned to her initial associations with the natural world; the brief rain 

shower, its cleansing effect, and the clearing of the sky are all indicative of her return to 

her equally “natural” role – or, rather, “natural” in Tolstoy’s fictive world – as a “good” 

mother and wife.  Her reconciliation with her husband is imminent; and, as they rekindle 

their marital bond, “the fragrant freshness of the night rose ever stronger and sweeter 

from the garden; the sounds and the silence grew more solemn; star after star began to 

twinkle overhead” (“Family Happiness” 80).  With this, Masha’s reattachment to nature 

is complete; the natural world appears to be fully in synch with her internal world.   

 The fictive world in which Masha exists is one that Tolstoy constructs according 

to the binaries associating women with nature and men with culture.  The only way in 

which she can exist in a state of balance and equilibrium is to live without vanity, without 

pretension, entirely outside of the public sphere, and without independence.  Her 

“happiness” can only be achieved by the subordination of her needs to those of her 

husband and of the domestic sphere, a realm that is governed by that which is 

symbolically feminine and by “feminine” processes such as homemaking and child 

rearing.  “Family happiness,” for Tolstoy’s female protagonist, should be her only goal.  

Anything else would prove simply unacceptable. 
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3 
 

Conflicted Motherhood: Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, Tolstoy’s 
Anna Karenina, and Object-Relations Theory 

 

 In this final chapter, I will examine two novels -- Gustave Flaubert’s Madame 

Bovary (1857) and Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina (1877) -- through a psychoanalytic lens.  

In particular, I will use Nancy Chodorow’s 1978 book The Reproduction of Mothering, 

in which she sets forth a feminist psychoanalytic view of family structure and the 

processes through which women are “configured” for motherhood.  While both Madame 

Bovary and Anna Karenina are often considered to be novels in which the eponymous 

characters are primarily adulteresses, children, childbearing, and mothering factor heavily 

into the representations of these women as well as their relationships with men (both 

legally sanctioned and illicit).   In her essay, “The Adulteress’s Children,” Naomi Segal 

points out that, “Women in the novel of adultery are doubly mothers – first because they 

function in the phantasy-triangle that brings the adultery story out of the oedipal motive, 

and secondly […] because they actually have children in the texts, through whom they 

suffer and sin” (109).  For Anna Karenina and Emma Bovary, both of whom give birth 

over the course of their individual narratives, child-bearing and motherhood/mothering 

are sources of suffering and conflict, especially in regard to their female children.  In the 

case of Emma Bovary, motherhood (and particularly the mothering of a male child) is 

romanticized as the apotheosis of her life, imagined to be the singular event that will lead 

to her self-actualization as a woman and a human being. The actual experience, however, 
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proves disappointing and disillusioning, and she neglects her young daughter; or, 

alternately, she performs motherhood only for very brief periods for entirely self-serving 

motives.  On the other hand, Anna Karenina does not find herself initially disheartened 

by motherhood, but as time wears on, she is caught in a relational triangle between her 

legitimate son (fathered by her despised husband) and her illegitimate lover.  Anna’s 

relationships with her children also differ: while she feels a pronounced attachment to her 

son, she struggles to feel a maternal connection to her daughter, fathered by her lover, 

Vronsky. 

In my analysis of this chapter’s primary texts, I will rely primarily on Nancy 

Chodorow and a form of psychoanalysis known as object-relations theory.  Object-

relations theorists use Freudian psychoanalysis as a basis for exploring personality 

formation.  In The Reproduction of Mothering, Chodorow explains that, while object-

relations theory shares the emphasis on sexuality and the belief that sexuality is organized 

during an individual’s early, formative years, “object-relations theorists argue that the 

child’s social relational experience from earliest infancy is determining for psychological 

growth and personality formation” (47).  Similarly, object-relations theorists argue that 

the innate drives and “erotogenic zones” usually associated with biological processes in 

psychoanalysis (oral, anal, phallic, genital) are rather “the product of social interactions 

concerning these zones” and “are manipulate[d] and transform[ed][…]in the course of 

attaining and retaining relationships” (Chodorow 48).  In this perspective, ongoing 

interpersonal relationships remain the primary force behind personality development, 

with the relationship between parent and child being foremost.  Elements of these 

relationships are appropriated and internalized; in turn, “what is internalized from an 
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ongoing relationship becomes unconscious and persists more or less independent of that 

original relationship.  It may be generalized as a feeling of self-in-relationship and set up 

as a permanent feature of […] the experience of self” (Chodorow 50).  Such 

internalizations are usually tied to the physical or psychological parts that an individual 

aligns her or himself with, and these internalizations continually build upon one another 

as relationships develop and grow.  As a result, “a person lives in a multiple object world 

– in the internal, largely unconscious object world of their psyche, which has had its 

foundations in the past, in childhood, and in the external, largely conscious world of daily 

life” (Chodorow 51).  While many similarities exist between traditional Freudian 

psychoanalytic theory and object-relations theory, an important difference to consider is 

the perceived relevance of each theory according to its proponents.  Chodorow notes 

generally that “psychoanalysts often claim universality for the content they have found, 

when this is in fact developed in the psychoanalysis of patient populations drawn almost 

entirely from people living in Western industrial capitalist societies” (53).  Object-

relations theory, or at least the formulation of the theory that Chodorow presents in her 

work, seeks instead to acknowledge the specificity of psychoanalysis; her own analyses 

are based on the same populations that live in Western industrial capitalist economies, but 

she does not present them as universals across all locations and cultures. 

If personality formation has its roots in ongoing relationships, it follows that the 

first, most ongoing and most influential relationship that individuals have is that with 

their mother.  Chodorow focuses not only on how the child-mother relationship 

contributes to personality formation in both female and male children, but also on the 

roots of mothering. The object-relations theory of motherhood put forth by Chodorow 
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differs greatly from the accounts of psychoanalysts such as Alice and Michael Balint, 

who theorize an “instinctual” mother-infant relationship that leads to mutual libidinal 

satisfaction, or Judith Kestenberg, who argues that maternal feelings are the product of 

“undischarged” early vaginal sensations (Chodorow 22).  Chodorow firstly insists that 

“women’s mothering does not exist in isolation.  It is a fundamental constituting feature 

of the sexual division of labor” (32).  In other words, it cannot be considered as 

something that occurs “naturally” in women and that exists in a social or relational 

vacuum.  Secondly, she writes, “women’s mothering is not an unchanging cultural 

universal” (32).  Mothering practices, family structure and organization, and the relation 

between mothering and other sorts of work for women are all subject to variation in 

different cultures and time periods.  However, as Chodorow notes, “the development of 

industrial capitalism in the West entailed that women’s role in the family become 

increasingly concerned with personal relations and psychological stability” (32).  The 

burgeoning industrial (or industrializing) capitalist economies in which both Emma 

Bovary and Anna Karenina exist dictate what constitutes good mothering, rather than the 

other way around.  As a result, “it is evident that the mothering that women do is not 

something that can be taught simply by giving a girl dolls or by telling her that she ought 

to mother” – rather, the reproduction of mothering must rely on the female child’s object-

relational stance with the mother as she progresses from the preoedipal stage, through 

oedipal resolution, adolescence, and adulthood (33).  Indeed, Chodorow later writes, “the 

early [mother-child] relationship generates a basic relational stance and creates potential 

parenting capacities in everyone who has been mothered, and a desire to recreate such a 
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relationship as well” (90).  (I will discuss the implications of the lack of a 

mother/mothering in the case of Emma Bovary later in this chapter.) 

The elaboration of the relational stance between mother and child – as well as the 

direction in which these relationships develop, the differences between the mother-

daughter and mother-son relational stances, and the reciprocal nature of these 

relationships – are crucial to Chodorow’s articulation of object-relations theory.  The 

mother is the primary object in an infant’s life: “In a society where mothers provide 

nearly exclusive care and certainly the most meaningful relationship to the infant, the 

infant develops its sense of self mainly in relation to her” (Chodorow 78).  This relational 

attachment leads to a sense of identification with the mother in an infant; the mother 

fulfills the needs of nourishment and affection, which the child recognizes.  Both male 

and female children experience this identification, and both sexes are affected by this 

primary relationship: 

 In later life, a person’s early relation to her or his mother leads to a 
 preoccupation with issues of primary intimacy and merging.  On one  
 psychological level, all people who have experienced primary love and 
 primary identification have some aspect of self that wants to recreate these 
 experiences, and most people try to do so.  (Chodorow 79, emphasis mine) 

 
As a result of these experiences of primary love and identification, a majority of people – 

women as well as men – seek to reproduce these experiences.  However, because the 

primary relationship is always with the mother – at least in industrial, Western capitalist 

societies – father love is different: “The child knows its father from the beginning as a 

separate being, unless the father provides the same kind of primary care and relationship 

with the mother” (Chodorow 79-80).  As a result of the detached father-figure, children 

tend to idealize the relationship with him, since he is, in Chodorow’s view, “less tied to 

real object-relational experiences for the child” (80).  This phenomenon, when linked to 
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the roles socially constructed for women and men (e.g., the mother as private, domestic, 

biological; the father as public and representative of culture and society), leads to the 

creation of generalized attitudes toward mothers and fathers, and towards women and 

men as a rule.  Chodorow concludes, “girls and boys expect and assume women’s unique 

capacities for sacrifice, caring, and mothering, and associate women with their own fears 

of regression and powerlessness.  They fantasize more about men, and associate them 

with idealized virtue and growth” (83). 

 Chodorow’s explanation for motherhood/mothering is informed by both broad 

socio-cultural experience and intimate psychological experience.  She notes that, while 

the mother-child relationship for the mother has “a quality of exclusivity and mutuality, 

in that it does not include other people and because it is different from relationships to 

adults,” her mothering “is informed by her relationship to her husband, her experience of 

financial dependence, her expectations of marital inequality, and her expectations about 

gender roles” (86, emphasis mine).  This social experience also works in tandem with the 

experience of her own mother, however, as “both the form […] and the content of a 

mother’s mutual relation with her infant grow out of her early experience” (Chodorow 

89).  Women’s early experience and identification with their mothers, and especially their 

experiencing of themselves “as less separate than boys, as having more permeable ego 

boundaries,” creates a more object-relational psychological structure and entrenches itself 

when the woman begins to mother her own child (Chodorow 93).  The ways in which 

women relate to their children is also dependent on the sex of the child, a determining 

factor in reproducing (female) mother-figures; according to Chodorow, “mothers tend to 

experience their daughters as more like, and continuous with, themselves. […] By 
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contrast, mothers experience their sons as a male opposite” (166).  By proxy, the different 

mothering that female and male children experience serves to place different values on 

masculinity and femininity. Masculinity is viewed as something separate from and 

independent of the mother, and, “in their unattainability, masculinity and the masculine 

role are fantasized and idealized by boys (and often by girls), whereas femininity and the 

feminine role remain for a girl all too real and concrete” (Chodorow 177). 

In conclusion, Chodorow sums up the reasons and motives behind mothering: 

 Women develop capacities for mothering from their object-relational 
 stance.  This stance grows out of the special nature and length of their 
 preoedipal relationship to the mother; the nonabsolute repression of 
 oedipal relationships; and their general ongoing mother-daughter 
 preoccupation as they are growing up.  It also develops because they have 
 not yet formed the same defenses against relationships as men.  (204) 
 
Women’s mothering, and its reproduction, is also “the basis for the reproduction of 

women’s location and responsibilities in the domestic sphere” (208).  While motherhood 

may be a combination of socio-cultural and psychological factors, as mentioned earlier, 

its purpose, as we currently know it, is primarily to reproduce the status quo: the nuclear 

family, the capitalist economy, and patriarchal society. 

Emma Bovary and Anna Karenina each attempt to escape the constraints of the 

patriarchal societies in which they exist. While they both are (biological) mothers to 

children, they experience internal conflict in regard to the process of “mothering” and 

appear to have had little guidance from or identification with a mother figure that might 

have aided their experience of reproduction.  Neither Anna nor Emma is able to identify 

with their female children, to Anna’s dismay and Emma’s indifference.  Both are women 

for whom Chodorow’s description of the reproduction of mothering has, to some extent, 

faltered or failed.  
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Flaubert’s Madame Bovary and Indifferent Motherhood 

 

 In Gustave Flaubert’s novel Madame Bovary (1857), the titular character – the 

daughter of a well-to-do, land-owning father -- marries a provincial doctor, only to find 

that the relationship does not live up to her romantic illusions.  She attempts to find 

fulfillment in religiosity, in illicit affairs, in books and in expensive consumer goods, but 

all to no avail.  She briefly attempts to find satisfaction in motherhood and mothering, but 

this experience proves just as unfulfilling and disillusioning to Emma Bovary as all of her 

other attempts at self-actualization and fulfillment.  In this section, I will attempt to give a 

psychoanalytic explanation as to why Emma seems unable to mother, as well as the 

significance of her inability to mother her young daughter, Berthe. 

 A starting point for the analysis of Emma’s failure to mother and her indifference 

to mothering can be found at the beginning of Madame Bovary, where Flaubert’s narrator 

provides us with a brief history of Emma Rouault’s life prior to her marriage to Charles 

Bovary.  The reader can assume that Emma is born into a nuclear family that reflects the 

slowly industrializing economy of France at the time, but the text and narrator do not 

provide any information in regard to Emma’s early years.  Indeed, her childhood is a 

complete absence; the reader learns absolutely nothing of her personality or her 

relationship with either her mother or father.  Emma’s life in the text does not begin until 

the age of thirteen, the age at which her father sends her off to a convent school.  Perhaps 

the nuns act as surrogate mothers, feeding and clothing her and schooling her in 

literature, religion, and music, but there is no evidence of any sort of maternal 

relationship.  The closest person Emma had to a maternal figure in the convent school 
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appears to be the “old spinster who came to the convent for a week each month to mend 

the linen”; in addition to her work, she “told stories, reported the latest news, ran errands 

in town […] and secretly let the older ones read” romance novels that she always kept 

with her (Madame Bovary 30).  The relationship between Emma and the spinster reads as 

more general than personal; in a sense, the spinster is of such little importance (to the 

narrator, at least) that she is not even named.  There is also little to no mention of the 

relationship that Emma had with her own mother, either before or during her stint in the 

convent school.  In fact, the only mention of Emma’s mother is the fact of her death 

(from unspecified causes) and Emma’s reaction to it: 

 When her mother died, she wept profusely for several days.  She had a 
 funeral picture made with the dead woman’s hair and sent her father a letter, 
 filled with gloomy reflections on life, in which she asked to be buried in the 

same tomb when she died.  He thought she must be ill and came to see her.  
Emma was inwardly pleased to feel that she had so quickly attained 

 that rare ideal of a pale, languid existence beyond the reach of mediocre 
 spirits. […] She became bored with this [and] continued […] until […] 
 she had no more sadness in her heart than wrinkles on her forehead.  (Madame 
 Bovary 33) 
 
From this passage, the reader can easily assume that the death of Madame Rouault 

(Emma’s mother) has little real effect on Emma, other than providing her with an 

opportunity to perform a show of grief, to trick herself into feeling emotion, into playing 

the part of a spiritual person.  Madame Rouault’s death, then, is the only instance in the 

text to mark her existence at all.  As Elissa Marder points out in her essay “Trauma, 

Addiction, and Temporal Bulimia in Madame Bovary,” “Unlike Charles's mother or 

Emma's father, the figure of Emma's mother never attains the status of a psychological 

character; she appears only to disappear, and this disappearance becomes remarkable 

precisely because it leaves no mark” (56).  Emma’s mother’s non-presence as a 

psychological character may mirror the imprint that she has left on Emma’s psychology; 
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that is to say, little to none at all.  However, considering the nature of fictional texts as 

well as the male author and masculine narrator – neither of whom seem to have found the 

bond between Emma and Madame Rouault to be of consequence or interest – assuming 

that the text provides complete information regarding Emma’s psychology is 

problematic.  Also problematic is Marder’s assertion that "Flaubert hardly seems to be 

suggesting that Emma's problems can in any way be attributed to a lack of maternal care”; 

she argues that he “seem[s] to place Emma, and the entire world of Madame Bovary, in a 

realm where mothers no longer guarantee the existence of a state of nature” (57). If in the 

text Madame Rouault exists only as a lack, and both the text and narrator place negligible 

value on any details of Emma’s relationship with her mother, Flaubert indeed seems to 

suggest that this lack (of mothering, of a mother-child relationship) contributes to Emma’s 

own incapacity to mother.  (As a side note, Emma’s case may serve to undermine the 

psychoanalytic case of women having an innate “maternal instinct,” as Emma seems to be 

completely devoid of such a drive.) 

 Eventually, as most women do, Emma Rouault marries. Her new husband, Charles 

Bovary, cannot live up to the romanticized expectations she sets, but she is able to briefly 

set aside her dissatisfaction when she becomes pregnant.  While “the idea of having 

begotten a son delighted” Charles, Emma has no such reaction (Madame Bovary 76). “At 

first,” Flaubert writes, “[she] only felt great astonishment, then she was eager to be 

delivered, so that she could know what it was like to be a mother” (76).  She appears to 

be delighted with motherhood as a possible solution to fill the void in her life, as opposed 

to delight at actually mothering.  In a characteristic performance, she “abandoned all her 
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plans for the layette in a fit of bitterness and ordered everything at once from a 

seamstress in the village” because “she could not spend as much as she would have liked, 

since she could not buy embroidered baby bonnets and a boat-shaped cradle with pink 

silk curtains” (76).  Indeed, Emma seems to take more pleasure in the material trappings 

of mothering – like baby bonnets and cradles – than in the prospect of giving birth and 

cultivating a relationship with her child. It is Charles, who, rather than functioning as 

Chodorow’s distant and separate father-figure, takes pleasure in the upcoming event: not 

only does he “cherish [Emma] more than ever,” but he finds that “another bond of the 

flesh was being formed between them, and he was continuously aware of a more complex 

union” (76).  As overbearing as the first Madame Bovary may have been, the over-

identification she and Charles experienced culminated in his adult expression of the 

“affective needs” that Chodorow mainly ascribes to women (Chodorow 196).  He is the 

one who seems capable of mothering, whereas Emma seems separate and somewhat 

indifferent, seeing her child as a symbol rather than as a person. 

 As her pregnancy progresses, and as Charles’s talk about the child grows 

incessant, Emma is forced to think more (and more seriously) about the child as well.  

Her desire for a son, whom she would name Georges, is marked; the idea of giving birth 

to a daughter seems impossible, not even something to be considered.  For Emma, 

  This idea of giving birth to a male was like a hope of compensation for 
  all her past frustrations.  A man, at least, is free; he can explore the whole 
  range of the passions, go wherever he likes, overcome obstacles, savor the 
  most exotic pleasures.  But a woman is constantly thwarted.  Inert and 
  pliable, she is restricted by her physical weakness and legal subjection. 
  (76-77) 
 
Although Emma seems to romanticize the male/masculine life experience here (men are 

often bound to their situation and socioeconomic position), she correctly observes the 
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circumscription of women’s lives by patriarchy and its resulting cultural mores.  It is 

clear here that Chodorow’s assertion in regard to masculine and feminine identification is 

accurate as well; Emma Bovary finds herself fantasizing about and idealizing masculinity 

and the masculine role, whereas femininity and the proscribed role of the female are too 

concrete and inescapable.  Moreover, it seems that in her acknowledgment of women’s 

subordinate, narrowly demarcated role, she is experiencing not only an ambivalence 

toward her own role (and toward mothering), but also the ambivalence that, Chodorow 

notes, “mothers feel […] about their daughters” (Chodorow 135).  Emma’s belief, 

according to Flaubert (and his narrator, who mediates her “thoughts” through free 

indirect discourse), is that woman’s “will, like the veil tied to her hat with a cord, quivers 

with every wind; there is always some desire urging her forward, always some 

convention holding her back” (Madame Bovary 77).  For Emma, being female/feminine 

is confining, but also equivocal; she is never a full agent over her own destiny, and 

mothering – especially mothering a daughter and thereby perpetuating motherhood– is 

just one of the conventions preventing her from exercising her will. 

 Emma’s hopes for a son, and for the ability to experience a sense of freedom 

vicariously through him, are dashed upon childbirth.  At the moment her child was born, 

“at six o’clock on a Sunday morning, at sunrise,” Charles announces, “‘It’s a girl!’”; 

upon hearing this, “she turned her head away and fainted” (77).  Here Emma not only 

behaves in a manner befitting her gender (fainting can be marked as a feminine 

behavior), but also experiences a new disillusionment in motherhood, a life event that she 

believed would bring her wholeness but instead disappoints her once more.  Rather than 

giving birth to a male child who would eventually grow up to be whole and separate, she 
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has produced a female child. A female child who will attempt to identify herself with 

Emma, who will be subject to similar biological and cultural constraints, and through 

whom Emma cannot achieve any feeling of self-actualization (however false this self-

actualization would be if gleaned only from the experiences of a male offspring).  In light 

of this disappointment, Emma is unable to feel any genuine attachment or affection for 

her child, whom she names Berthe.  Bill Overton, in his article “Children and 

Childlessness in the Novel of Female Adultery,” points out that Flaubert/Flaubert’s 

narrator only allows Emma to experience “a pretended and even a costume motherhood, 

as she attempts to compensate for her dissatisfaction” (319).  Emma performs 

motherhood as opposed to actually mothering; when she has an audience, “she claimed to 

adore children; her daughter, she said, was her consolation, her joy and her passion, and 

she accompanied her caresses with lyrical outpourings that would have reminded anyone 

except Yonvillians of Paquette in The Hunchback of Notre Dame” (Madame Bovary 92).  

The parallel of this performance of motherhood to Emma’s earlier performance of grief is 

striking.  In both instances, Emma feels the need to compensate for her disillusionment 

with the mundane events of her life by performing grand, romanticized displays of 

emotion; it appears that she is equally as disconnected from her mother as she is to her 

daughter.  Both Madame Rouault and Berthe function as a lack, as voids with no 

personality and little bearing on Emma’s development as a human being. 

 The mothering relationship that Emma develops with her daughter is nearly 

nonexistent.  In her world, Berthe exists mainly as a shield of virtue, behind whom she 

can mask her illicit activities; “visits” to the wet-nurse serve as a means through which 

she develops her feelings for Leon and her visits to Rodolphe.  Unfortunately, Berthe also 
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represents another failing of Emma’s life and as such is an annoyance.  A particularly 

telling instance of Emma’s disinclination to mother and of her “costume” motherhood 

occurs when she returns home after a fruitless visit to Yonville’s priest, who is oblivious 

to her suffering and desire for religious sustenance: 

 Then she saw little Berthe between the window and the sewing table, tottering 
in her knitted shoes as she tried to approach her mother and take hold of her apron 
strings. 

  "Leave me alone!" said Emma, pushing her away. 
 The little girl soon came back, closer still; leaning her arms on her mother's 
knees, she looked up at her with her big blue eyes while a stream of clear 
saliva flowed from her lip to the silk apron. 

  "Leave me alone!" Emma repeated angrily. 
  The look on her face frightened the child and she began to shriek. 
  "I told you to leave me alone!" said Emma, shoving her away with her elbow. 

 Berthe fell at the foot of the dresser, cutting her cheek on one of its brass 
ornaments.  She began to bleed; Madame Bovary rushed to pick her up, broke the bell 
cord and called the maid at the top of her lungs.  She was about to begin reproaching 
herself bitterly when Charles appeared.  It was dinnertime and he had just come home. 

"Look at this, darling," said Emma in a steady voice.  "The baby fell down and 
hurt herself while she was playing."  (Madame Bovary 99-100)  

 
Here, Emma has little regard for her daughter until her indifference has the possibility of 

being discovered.  Berthe, as a toddler, requires her mother’s love and attention, but 

Emma is either unwilling or unable to provide it; so unwilling or unable, in fact, that in 

her frustration with her life and her daughter that she violently pushes her away (which, 

in the text, serves as a pivotal act of separation, of severing herself from Berthe).  It is 

only when Berthe falls and cuts her cheek – an injury that is viewable to others – that 

Emma feels anything resembling remorse.  The “steady voice” in which Emma informs 

Charles of Berthe’s injury, however, belies the lack of attachment she feels toward her 

child; but Charles, oblivious as usual to Emma’s perpetual dissatisfaction, simply 

reassures her of the mildness of the injury.  The cut, like Emma’s disillusionment, is 

plastered over and forgotten about. 
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 Berthe and her presence are erased in most of the text of Madame Bovary.  

Flaubert and his narrator see little need to create any sort of character out of Emma’s 

daughter.  Just as Emma’s childhood relation with her mother is nearly nonexistent, so is 

Berthe’s relation with Emma; as Bill Overton notes, “Flaubert never presents the child’s 

point of view” (320).  It is only after Emma’s suicide that we learn anything about 

Berthe, mostly in regard to her fate in the wake of Charles’s death: 

  When everything remained [from the sale of all the Bovary's  
possessions to pay off debts], there [were] twelve francs and  
seventy-five centimes, which paid for Mademoiselle Bovary's trip to her 
grandmother's house.  The good woman died that same year, and since 
Monsieur Rouault was now paralyzed, an aunt took charge of the child's 
upbringing.  She is poor and has put her to work in a cotton mill to earn her 
living.  (Madame Bovary 302) 

 
As a result of her suicide, Emma avoids the responsibility of paying her debts and of 

mothering her child.  Instead, it is Berthe who doubly pays for her mother’s 

transgressions through her newfound poverty and work in the cotton mill.  “In this 

instance,” Overton concludes, “the wages of female adultery dog the daughter as well as 

the mother” (320).   

 In Madame Bovary, mothering and motherhood is consistently represented as a 

lack, or as something lacking.  Emma, in particular, is lacking both an experience of 

mothering in childhood and in her adult life, toward Berthe.  It might not be that Berthe’s 

place-holding, symbolic, nearly non-speaking role in the text “suggests that Emma is a 

bad mother,” as Overton asserts (320); rather, the relationship (or lack thereof) between 

Emma and her daughter, in conjunction with the representation (or lack thereof) of 

Madame Rouault, makes clear that Emma is unequipped for mothering and her 

unhappiness at being forced to reproduce femininity, in all its constraints.  Unfortunately, 

while Emma had initially hoped that motherhood would give her fulfillment, Berthe 
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became Emma’s punishment, and as such not only has to pay for her mother’s sins, but 

may also be fated to reproduce them as well. 

 

Anna Karenina and Familial Attachment 

 

 Leo Tolstoy’s novel Anna Karenina (1877) – and its eponymous protagonist – 

differs from Flaubert’s Madame Bovary in its embodiments and representations of 

conflicted mothering.  In opposition to Emma, Anna is capable of mothering, as is 

evidenced by her close relationship with her son Sergei Alexeich (Seryozha), her son by 

her husband, Alexei Alexandrovich Karenin.  Anna eventually abandons her hated 

husband but retains her love for her son, toward whom Karenin feels little attachment or 

affection.  She also gives birth to a daughter by her lover, Alexei Kirillovich Vronsky, 

whom she also names Anna (Annie), but cannot feel any of the attachment to her that she 

feels to Seryozha.  Meanwhile, it is Karenin himself who loves her and, in the wake of 

Anna’s death, adopts the girl.  “In this text,” Naomi Segal remarks, “parenting by choice 

rather than by blood is marked with favor over the genetic relation that breaks down” 

(117).  In this section, I will examine the breakdown of the genetic relation and the 

emphasis on relational parenting that Segal notes, as well as attempt to provide a 

psychoanalytic explanation for the dissonance between Anna’s attachments to Seryozha 

and to Annie, which markedly differ. 

 When Anna Karenina is introduced in the text, she is immediately situated as a 

mother figure.  The reader firsts meets her as she exits a train at the Moscow station with 

Countess Vronsky, the mother of Alexei Kirillovich; the two women appear to have spent 
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their trip together discussing their respective sons.  “‘Anna Arkadyevna,’ the countess 

explains to her son, ‘has a little boy of about eight, I think, and has never been separated 

from him, and she keeps suffering about having left him’” (Anna Karenina 63).  Anna 

confirms this, telling Vronsky, “ ‘Yes, the countess and I spent the whole time talking – I 

about my son, she about hers’” (63).  If nothing else, Anna is presented here as a doting, 

suffering mother who can relate to other women specifically as a mother.  (Eventually, 

Anna will be forced to leave Seryozha behind for the sake of her relationship with 

Vronsky, in a sense displacing her love for her biological son for that of another son – 

Vronsky.) 

 The reader does not meet Anna’s son until nearly forty pages later, upon her 

return to her home in Petersburg.  Seryozha is “the first person to meet Anna at home,” 

and, although “the son, just like the husband, produced in Anna a feeling akin to 

disappointment […] he was charming even as he was, with his blond curls, blue eyes, and 

full, shapely legs in tight-fitting stockings” (Anna Karenina 107).  Though she feels little 

more than revulsion toward her husband, she still manages to love her son; she 

“experienced almost a physical pleasure in the feeling of his closeness and caress” (107).  

The underlying sexual nature of this mother-son relationship and, in turn, of the reaction 

that Anna has to Seryozha’s affections, is duly noted by Chodorow as a common 

phenomenon.  “Sexual drives toward a child are common,” she writes, “particularly if 

there has been a gratifying pre-oedipal parent-child relationship which has strengthened 

parental love” (Chodorow 161).  Indeed, it appears that the relationship between Anna 

and Seryozha has been consistently gratifying, even to the point where Anna may have 

displaced her affections for Karenin onto their son. 
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 Anna’s love for Seryozha, her son by the husband that she despises, and his 

adoration of her affects the relationships that she has with both Karenin and with Vronsky 

(who later serves as both her lover and a sort of surrogate son).   Karenin appears 

consistently uncomfortable with Seryozha, even before Anna’s adultery is discovered.  In 

Part II, Chapter XXVII, Seryozha’s own discomfort with his father, and his father’s cold 

behavior toward him, are revealed: 

 Seryozha came in, preceded by the governess.  If Alexei Alexandrovich 
 had allowed himself to observe, he would have noticed the timid, 
 perplexed look with which Seryozha glanced first at his father, then at 
 his mother. […] 
  ‘Ah, the young man!  He’s grown up.  Really, he’s becoming 
 quite a man.  Hello, young man.’ 
  And he gave the frightened Seryozha his hand. 
  Seryozha had been timid towards his father even before, but 
 now, since Alexei Alexandrovich had started calling him young man […], 
 he shrank from his father.  As if asking for protection, he looked at his mother. 
 He felt good only with her.  (Anna Karenina 205-206) 
 
It is clear from this passage that Seryozha is still in a state of identification with his 

mother and has not yet separated himself from her to align himself with his father.  He 

still seeks comfort and solace in Anna, and Anna responds in kind; seeing his 

awkwardness, she “quickly jumped up, removed Alexei Alexandrovich’s hand from the 

boy’s shoulder, kissed him, took him out to the terrace and came back at once” (Anna 

Karenina 206).  Meanwhile, Karenin does not even identify his son by name.  He is 

simply “the young man” to him, and rather than showing him paternal affection, he offers 

him his hand to shake in a businesslike gesture.  The biological relationship between 

Alexei Alexandrovich and Seryozha is degraded into one of mere formality, of duty.  

Seryozha seems to reject the masculinity and separateness that his father offers, 

preferring instead his mother and the loving attachment she offers.  Accordingly, Anna 

takes comfort in her mothering capabilities and in her relationship with Seryozha.  Even 
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as she becomes increasingly absorbed in her affair with Vronsky, her son still takes 

precedence and possesses the ability to bring her out of states of despair and 

hopelessness.  Though she feels that she has partially exaggerated the “role of the mother 

who lives for her son, which she had taken on in recent years,” she also “felt with joy 

that, in the circumstances she was in, she had her domain, independent of her relations 

with her husband and Vronsky.  That domain was her son.  Whatever position she was in, 

she could not abandon her son” (Anna Karenina 289).  Though she ultimately abandons 

her son in order to escape conjugal life with Alexei Alexandrovich – in essence 

“choosing” Vronsky and her daughter Annie as her adopted family – they never 

completely abandon each other emotionally.  Seryozha dreams of his mother, is distracted 

by thoughts of her and can never get fully used to her absence; meanwhile, Anna’s 

memory of her son partially inhibits the growth of her relationship with her daughter, and 

on one occasion she goes to great lengths in order to visit him in his room on his 

birthday. 

 Meanwhile, Seryozha’s behavior toward Vronsky (with Anna as the obvious 

mediator) proves equally awkward.  Vronsky surmises that Seryozha “felt that between 

this man [Vronsky] and his mother there was some important relation the meaning of 

which he could not understand,” and he would be correct (Anna Karenina 185).  “Indeed, 

the boy did feel that he could not understand this relation, and he tried but was unable to 

make out what feeling he ought to have for this man”: this is what led to what Vronsky 

considers to be a hostile attitude toward him but is instead an emotionally ambiguous 

reaction that cannot be solved (Anna Karenina 186).  Seryozha is unable to understand 

his mother’s relationship with a man whom the entire household hated but that she 
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adored, and his incomprehension is justified.  Vronsky is eventually the cause of Anna’s 

abandoning Seryozha, as she seeks to start a new life and a new family with him and their 

daughter.  Vronsky also becomes the recipient of the love that Anna is not able to provide 

Seryozha, due to her absence from the home.  Even within the paradigm of relational 

parenting that the text proposes, any bonding between Vronsky and Seryozha is 

impossible. 

 Anna’s daughter, and her relationship with her, is presented very differently from 

her relationship with Seryozha.  Anna’s daughter Annie is, first and foremost, a product 

of her illicit affair with Vronsky, rather than the offspring of a legally sanctioned 

marriage as Seryozha was.  The labor leading up to Annie’s birth was a difficult and 

arduous one; Anna nearly dies of puerperal fever after childbirth, but, even in her 

suffering, she appears to be more concerned about her son than about her newborn baby 

girl. While lying on her birth/deathbed, as she tells Vronsky of Alexei Alexandrovich’s 

underlying good nature, she asks, “Did Seryozha have his dinner?  I know everybody will 

forget” (Anna Karenina 412).  Interesting, too, is Anna’s naming of her child after 

herself: as Naomi Segal points out, Anna’s daughter is given the same name “as if only 

one of them may survive” (117).  By the doubling of names, it seems as though Anna is 

making an attempt, conscious or otherwise, to promote an identification with her 

daughter that never comes to fruition. 

 Annie’s birth begins the general shift to relational parenting choices (as opposed 

to genetic/biological parenting) in the text.  Although Annie is obviously not his offspring 

and is instead the product of his wife’s transgressions, Alexei Alexandrovich begins to 

feel an attachment to Anna’s daughter: 
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But for the newborn little girl he had some special feeling, not only of  
 pity but also of tenderness.  At first it was only out of compassion that 
 he concerned himself with the newborn, weak little girl, who was not his 
 daughter and who was neglected during her mother’s illness and would 
 probably have died if he had not looked after her – and he did not notice 
 how he came to love her.  (Anna Karenina 419) 
 
The parental relationship that develops between Karenin and Annie can be interpreted in 

several ways.  Bill Overton finds “the fact that the two parents bond with children of the 

opposite sex […] psychologically interesting in itself”; perhaps this bonding, and 

especially in regard to Karenin’s bonding with Annie, is the result of displaced love for 

the spouses and the fulfillment of affective needs that children of the same sex cannot 

provide (320).  Perhaps, too, because Annie is female, Karenin does not view her as a 

threat or a rival, and therefore his attachment to the child encounters few hindrances.  

Moreover, his affection towards Anna’s daughter is one that is chosen, rather than forced 

upon him.  As a result, his attachment is a product of relational free will, rather than an 

innate, genetic product. 

 Anna’s relationship to her own daughter, while obviously on a much stronger 

biological basis than that of Karenin’s, is far more distant and detached from Annie.   

After leaving Seryozha behind to live as a family with Vronsky and her daughter, Anna 

comes to realize the shallowness of her affection for Annie: 

  The sight of this child made it still clearer that her feeling for her, 
  compared to what she felt for Seryozha, was not even love.  Everything 
  about this little girl was sweet, but for some reason none of it touched her 
  heart.  To the first child, though of a man she did not love, had gone all  
  the force of a love that had not been satisfied; the girl, born in the most 
  difficult conditions, did not receive a hundredth part of the care that had 
  gone to the first […].  (Anna Karenina 538) 
 
Segal interestingly points out that “the son whom she loved without rival in his infancy 

continues to pull her back, while the daughter conceived in the fullness of desire” does 
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nothing of the sort; instead, Annie inspires indifference in Anna, much to the latter’s 

dismay (115).  Anna’s inability to love her daughter may be partially predicated on her 

excessive love for her son, but another potential explanation may be similar to that of 

Emma Bovary’s inability to mother her daughter.  As a female, and as a namesake 

double, Anna is certainly aware of her daughter’s limitations, both as her illegitimate 

offspring and as a female in a patriarchal society in which women’s roles are constructed 

around reproduction and motherhood.  Moreover, her primary relationships are entirely 

constructed around males, leaving little room for affective bonds with females on any 

level.  As Anna tells Darya Alexandrovna Oblonsky, her more “virtuous” sister in law: 

  “You must understand that I love two beings – equally, I think, but  
  more than myself – Seryozha and Alexei [Kirillovich Vronsky]. […] 
   “I love only these two beings, and the one excludes the other. 
  I can’t unite them, yet I need only that.  And if there isn’t that, the rest 
  makes no difference.  It all makes no difference.  And it will end somehow, 
  and so I can’t, I don’t like talking about it.”  (Anna Karenina 640) 
 
Not only do Anna’s son and her lover cancel each other out and remain as true rivals for 

her affection, but her daughter does not at all appear as an individual whom Anna loves.  

The issue seems not that Anna is unable to mother, or unable to mother a daughter, or 

even that she is a bad mother (despite Overton’s assertion that this sequence “plainly 

define[s]” Anna as a “bad mother”) (320), but rather that she lacks the ability to identify 

with females on either a nuturing level or even a social level of identification, as 

evidenced in the text, where most polite society – and female society in particular – shuns 

her.   

In an attempt to perform a sort of motherhood with a “daughter” figure, Anna 

takes on an English protégée named Hannah.  Hannah serves as a second “doubling” of 

Anna and plays the role of her adopted daughter, further displacing any affection that 
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Anna feels for Annie. When Vronsky, whose relationship with his daughter is tenuous at 

best and nonexistent at worst, criticizes Anna for not loving Annie, Anna responds, 

“‘You did say yesterday that I don’t love my daughter but pretend to love this English 

girl and that it’s unnatural.  I’d like to know what kind of life can be natural for me 

here!’” (Anna Karenina 743).  Even Anna’s affection for her protégée, in a relationship 

that is seemingly legitimate, is unnatural and feigned; in turn, her daughter, the 

illegitimate, “unnatural” product of an illicit affair, has no chance at winning Anna’s 

affections.  The conflict in which this admission appears marks the beginning of Anna’s 

desperation, culminating in her suicide. 

 By the end of the novel, following Anna’s suicide, the biological and genetic 

relation suffers a complete breakdown and switches over to a wholly relational parenting 

model.  Vronsky, Annie’s biological father, renounces his claim to the child, and Alexei 

Alexandrovich Karenin ends up adopting her and placing her in the same household in 

which Seryozha, Anna’s beloved child, is still growing up.  Here, the illegitimate 

becomes legitimate: both of Anna Karenina’s children are under the same roof, being 

equally cared for by Anna’s hated, spurned husband.  The father takes on the role of 

mothering, and the relational parenting model is complete. 
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Conclusion 
 
 

 In this thesis, I have attempted to analyze the representations of women within 

selected works of nineteenth-century realist literature, using contemporary feminist 

theories from various schools of thought.  Over the course of this thesis I found that, 

while Flaubert and Tolstoy attempt to present their female protagonists as “full” human 

beings and their narrators as possessing particular insight into their psychological states 

and motivations, their portrayals of women still fall into fairly shallow, misogynist 

patterns of thinking. Félicité, in “A Simple Heart,” may be noble, but this nobility and 

purity stem from her illiteracy, isolation from human connection, and Flaubert’s 

narrator’s inability to fully comprehend her.  In “Family Happiness,” Masha is tied so 

directly to the natural world and to her domestic duties that any independence or agency 

that she asserts is viewed as a sign of corruption and defilement, and as  “unnatural” by 

both her husband and, presumably, Tolstoy himself.   And while my analysis 

demonstrates that this is not entirely the case, both Emma Bovary and Anna Karenina are 

presented by their narrators as being “fallen” women and bad mothers who disrupt the 

“natural” social order – and the price they must pay for such transgression is death. 

 In using post-colonial, ecofeminist, and psychoanalytic theories to examine these 

texts, I hoped to critique Flaubert and Tolstoy from vantage points that are outside the 

range of current criticism and scholarship.  While scholarly work on both Flaubert and 

Tolstoy abound, I found surprisingly little that moved in the direction of my own 

readings.  In the case of “Family Happiness,” finding research at all was daunting.  (As I 

noted in Chapter 2, Tolstoy deeply disliked the novella and repudiated it even before he 
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renounced his other, later works.  It is also a very early, didactic work, and one that does 

not always lend itself easily to analysis or criticism.).  Canonical though they may be, the 

works of Flaubert and Tolstoy are consistently open to new readings. 

 I believe that this thesis can be considered as a starting point for untraditional or 

contemporary analyses for canonical texts.  Other novels and short stories by Flaubert 

and Tolstoy are open to similar analyses and interpretations, as are other well-read realist 

texts.  With more time, I would have liked to include any of Dostoevsky’s novels; 

moreover, reading the later Tolstoy short story “The Kreutzer Sonata” (1889) in light of 

the female-nature/male-culture binaries could be very productive.  Flaubert’s short story 

“Herodias,” which, like “A Simple Heart,” was published as part of Trois Contes in 1877, 

would lend itself well to a psychoanalytic reading.  Readers may take these suggestions 

as starting points for their own analyses. 
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