
Heroinism, 
Feminism and 

Humanism : 
Anna Jameson to Margaret Laurence 

I have followed w i t h i n t e r e s t the d i a ­
logue which has been t a k i n g place be­
tween those who b e l i e v e t h a t we r e ­
quire a f e m i n i s t l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m 
and those who do not. Since Annette 
Kolodny's a r t i c l e , "Some Notes on De­
f i n i n g a Feminist L i t e r a r y C r i t i c i s m , " 
published i n 1975(1)it has been taken 
up by c r i t i c s i n many other forums. I 
be l i e v e that we do need such a c r i t i ­
cism and tha t women's s o c i a l and i n ­
t e l l e c t u a l h i s t o r i a n s are our best 
a l l i e s . I do not t h i n k t h a t such a 
c r i t i c i s m w i l l be, or should be, ex­
c l u s i v e l y the work of women—but, l i k e 
Annette Kolodny, I b e l i e v e t h a t f o r 
some time t h i s i s l i k e l y to be so. 
Already the work of h i s t o r i a n s and 
c r i t i c s such as Margaret Maison, 
V i n e t t a Colby, E l a i n e Showalter, 
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Marina Warner, Anne Douglas and E l l e n 
Moers has brought us major develop­
ments i n d i s c o v e r i n g , extending and 
c l a r i f y i n g the frames of reference 
w i t h i n which we explore, e x p l a i n and 
evaluate the work of our women w r i t e r s . 
They have been h e l p i n g us t o develop a 
vocabulary which we have u r g e n t l y 
needed f o r our f u l l understanding of 
t h i s work. In t h i s paper I want t o 
t a l k about E l l e n Moers' i n v e s t i g a t i o n 
of "Heroinism," as i t a p p l i e s t o the 
work of some Canadian w r i t e r s and as 
i t enhances, or confuses, the con­
cerns of feminism. I begin w i t h 
Margaret Atwood, because she i s using 
the convention of Heroinism w i t h 
knowing i r o n y and q u i t e c l e a r l y s e t ­
t i n g up i t s tensions w i t h feminism. 

"Heroinism i n L i t e r a t u r e " i s the name 
of'an e n t i r e s e c t i o n of E l l e n Moers' 
L i t e r a r y Women(2)and Margaret Atwood's 
Lady Oracle(3)compounds s e v e r a l of 
Moer's sub-categories. " T r a v e l l i n g 
Heroinism: Gothic f o r Heroines;" "Lov­
i n g Heroinism: Feminists i n Love;" 
"Performing Heroinism: The Myth of 
Corjnne;" and "Educating Heroinism: 
Governess to Governor." Lady Oracle 
makes i r o n i c uses of t r a d i t i o n a l 
Gothic elements of heroinism, going 
back t o R a d c l i f f e , along w i t h s o c i a l 
s a t i r e and s o c i a l comedy, whose grea­
t e s t e a r l y female p r a c t i t i o n e r s were 
Fanny Burney and Jane Austen. Austen's 
Catherine Morland and Atwood's Joan 
Fo s t e r are l i n k e d by more than t h e i r 
s e l f - d r a m a t i z i n g and melodramatic 
i m a g i n a t i o n s — t h e i r authors cast 

s i m i l a r c o o l , c r i t i c a l and a n a l y t i c 
eyes on the s o c i e t i e s i n which t h e i r 
heroines must grow to t h e i r own po­
t e n t i a l s t r e n g t h and wisdom or remain 
f o o l s and v i c t i m s . "Feminism and 
heroinism can o f t e n be seen t o touch 
i n women's l i t e r a t u r e , " says Moers, 
"but they are not the same." This i s 
the theme of Lady Oracle: feminism 
s t r i v e s f o r true s e l f - d e f i n i t i o n , per­
sonal growth and s t r e n g t h , w h i l e 
heroinism i s always i n d i r e danger of 
being nothing more than a s e l f -
dramatizing and s e l f - p i t y i n g s u b s t i ­
t u t e . Heroinism works bes t , perhaps 
only works, as a l i t e r a r y convention, 
t r a n s f e r r i n g to p r i n t and capturing i n 
words the f a n t a s i e s of us a l l ; femin­
ism i s a t once more extensive i n i t s 
p o s s i b i l i t i e s and more l i m i t e d by i n ­
d i v i d u a l temperament, c a p a b i l i t y and 
circumstance than h e r o i n i s m — i t s f i e l d 
i s l i f e , and l i t e r a t u r e i s only i t s 
shadow. In the end, Margaret Atwood 
i s saying, Joan Foster's growing up i s 
her r e s p o n s i b i l i t y and hers only: her 
achievement, r e c o g n i t i o n and p r a c t i c e 
of her own i d e n t i t y (and thus of the 
t r u e goals of feminism), are w i t h i n 
her power and hers alone. Despite her 
compulsive search f o r heroinism there 
i s much hope. Again and again Joan 
sets h e r s e l f up to be the Gothic 
m a i d e n - i n - d i s t r e s s / v i c t i m : again and 
again she i s d e f l a t e d , but not crushed, 
forced to abandon the i l l u s o r y heroine 
r o l e and t o make her own choices. She 
i s much stronger than the escape a r t i s t 
she recognizes i n h e r s e l f , a n d her 
e s s e n t i a l decency and kindness never 



f a l t e r . Though at the end she i s 
s t i l l unregenerate, b u s i l y imagining 
her next p e r i l o u s s c e n a r i o , she i s a l ­
so going back to her home-society and 
her r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s : "the future 
doesn't appeal to me as much as the 
past, but I'm sure i t s b e t t e r f o r 
you." 

I f you read Lady Oracle as I do, At­
wood' s i m p l i e d "message" about the 
c o n f l i c t s between heroinism and femin­
ism, e x t r a c t e d from the contemporary 
circumstances of Joan F o s t e r , i s time­
l e s s i n i t s commentary on women's 
choices and dilemmas. In Canada i t 
connects s t r o n g l y across the years 
w i t h the work of many w r i t e r s , among 
them Susanna Moodie, Catherine T r a i l l , 
L.M. Montgomery, Sarah Jeannette Dun­
can, Margaret Laurence and Anna 
Jameson, who cannot be c a l l e d a Can­
adian author, but whose Winter Studies 
and Summer Rambles i n Canada (1838) 
has always been quoted and considered 
as one of the most i n f o r m a t i v e , enter­
t a i n i n g and accomplished t r a v e l -
j o u r n a l s of a s i x months' residence i n 
t h i s country. F i r s t i n time among the 
women I have mentioned, Jameson's l i f e 
and her works f i t a l l of Moers' cate­
g o r i e s . She was a dedicated and con­
s t a n t pioneer h e r o i n i s t , f o r whom Mme. 
de S t S e l was a model i n l i f e and Mme. 
de S t S e l ' s works her models i n l i t e r a ­
t u r e . She l i v e d from 1794 to 1860 and 
her choices and dilemmas always have 
seemed to me to be as contemporary as 
tomorrow morning—or as Joan Foster. 
She was an e a r l y f e m i n i s t whose i d e a l s 

concerning the betterment of women 
were i n the d i r e c t l i n e a g e of Mary 
W o l l s t o n e c r a f t , c e n t e r i n g always on 
the need f o r improvement i n women's 
education. She had to be a cautious 
f e m i n i s t because f o r a l l her l i f e she 
had to support h e r s e l f and members of 
her f a m i l y , f i r s t by governessing, 
beginning at age s i x t e e n , and then by 
her w r i t i n g s — h i s t o r i e s , t r a v e l books, 
l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m and a r t c r i t i c i s m . 
She could not be m i l i t a n t l y , a b r a s i v e ­
l y f e m i n i s t i n the p o l i t i c a l sense 
and s u r v i v e , though i n her l a t e r 
years, her success and i n f l u e n c e se­
cure , she could and d i d encourage and 
advise Emily Davies, Bessie Raynor 
Parkes and other young women who were 
m i l i t a n t l y a c t i v e i n the foundation 
of the f e m i n i s t Eng1ishwomen's J o u r n a l 
and i n the e s t a b l i s h i n g of G i r t o n C o l ­
lege, the f i r s t degree-granting i n ­
s t i t u t i o n f o r women i n England. At the 
core of a l l of Anna Jameson's work i s 
her obsession w i t h women's p o s i t i o n i n 
s o c i e t y and t h e i r e d u c a t i o n — i n Canada, 
f o r i n s tance, she set out by h e r s e l f 
to i n v e s t i g a t e the s i t u a t i o n of 
Indian women and, a f t e r an unprece­
dented t r i p as f a r as S a u l t Sainte 
Marie reported her observations at 
length i n her "Summer Rambles." She 
found t h a t Indian women, i n some s i g ­
n i f i c a n t respects concerning both cus­
tom and j u s t i c e , were b e t t e r o f f than 
white women. 

My work and E l l e n Moers' has a c i r c u ­
l a r r e l a t i o n s h i p i n the Jameson-de 
S t a e l area. When I was w r i t i n g Anna 



Jameson's biography, f i r s t p u b lished 
ten years ago(4) I found t h a t Mme. de 
S t a e l and her work, p a r t i c u l a r l y 
Corinne, had been Anna Jameson's con­
s t a n t model and i d e a l . A f t e r the 
p u b l i c a t i o n of her L i t e r a r y Women, 
E l l e n Moers wrote to t e l l me th a t my 
book on Anna Jameson had sent her o f f 
on the path t o Mme. de S t a e l , which 
developed i n t o such an important p a r t 
of her study. In the s e c t i o n "Per­
forming Heroinism: The Myth of Corinne," 
Moers w r i t e s of Anna Jameson t h i s way: 

A major fashion s et by Corinne as 
tour guide was the opening of the 
f i e l d of a r t h i s t o r y to women i n 
the days when there were no aca­
demic or c u r a t o r i a l posts a v a i l ­
able t o them. The development 
can be charted through the career 
of another important Corinne d i s ­
c i p l e , Anna Jameson who, i n the 
1840s and 1850s, wrote books on 
a r t t h a t were immensely success­
f u l i n both England and America 
and played an important share i n 
forming V i c t o r i a n t a s t e . Mrs. 
Jameson began i n the 1820s as 
a governess i n the employ of a 
wealthy f a m i l y t h a t took her 
along on t h e i r I t a l i a n t o ur. Her 
Diary of an Ennuyee (1826) i s one 
of the most charming E n g l i s h i m i ­
t a t i o n s of Corinne: a h y b r i d 
work, p a r t n o v e l , p a r t d i a r y , 
p a r t guide book, i n which the 
author suppressed the governess 
and presented h e r s e l f as a h i g h l y 
improbable E n g l i s h Corinne, that 
i s , as a husbandless, p a r e n t l e s s 

s p i n s t e r who most respectedly but 
i n independent grandeur tours the 
s i t e s of I t a l y and f e a s t s upon 
i t s a r t .(5) 

The books on a r t that E l l e n Moers men­
t i o n s were Anna Jameson's f i n a l works, 
the five-volume s e r i e s of Sacred and 
Legendary A r t , published between 1848 
and 1864, the l a s t two volumes com­
p l e t e d posthumously by her f r i e n d , 
Lady E a s t l a k e , wife of the Curator of 
the N a t i o n a l G a l l e r y . They were i n ­
f l u e n t i a l and went through many 
e d i t i o n s , j u s t what was required by 
the eager t o u r i s t d e s i r i n g comprehen­
s i v e information and the means of 
developing h i s a r t i s t i c a p p r e c i a t i o n . 
"Poor Mr. Babcock," wrote Henry James 
i n The American, "was extremely fond 
of p i c t u r e s and churches, and c a r r i e d 
Mrs. Jameson's works about i n h i s 
trunk; he d e l i g h t e d i n a e s t h e t i c 
a n a l y s i s , and re c e i v e d p e c u l i a r im­
pressions from everything he saw." 
However, f o r Anna Jameson's dual con­
cerns of feminism and heroinism, so 
close and sometimes confused i n her 
l i f e and work, the best i l l u s t r a t i v e 
t e x t s are C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of Women, 
the book that e s t a b l i s h e d and con­
s o l i d a t e d her reputati o n as a w r i t e r 
i n 1832, and Winter Studies and Summer 
Rambles i n Canada (1838). Her Diary 
of an Ennuyee, f i r s t published anony­
mously i n 1825 as A Lady's Diary, had 
been a great success. When her 
authorship was discovered (and she was 
not r e l u c t a n t about d i s c o v e r y ) , she 
was, i n the word of the day, " l i o n i z e d " 
i n London's l i t e r a r y s o c i e t y , a heady 



experience f o r one who had been f i n ­
a n c i a l l y forced i n t o governessing at 
age s i x t e e n , whose dream of dreams 
was to lead an i n t e l l e c t u a l c o t e r i e 
l i k e Mme. de S t a e l ' s own and to shine 
wit h the fame and genius of de S t a e l ' s 
great i m p r o v i s a t r i c e , Corinne. Her 
next two works, Memoirs of the Loves 
of the Poets (1829) and Memoirs of 
Celebrated Female Sovereigns (1831), 
were i n f o r m a t i v e , e f f u s i v e and des­
c r i p t i v e , p o l i t e and educational 
reading f o r the growing mass female 
audience, w i t h p l e n t y of i m p l i c i t 
moral teaching, but w i t h no o v e r t l y 
d i d a c t i c t h e s i s . When she wrote her 
study of Shakespeare's heroines, how­
ever, she f e l t secure enough i n her 
p o s i t i o n as a w r i t e r to move with 
confidence i n t o the r o l e of avowed 
educator. She prefaced the work w i t h 
a long dialogue between Alda, a per­
s o n i f i c a t i o n of h e r s e l f , and Medon, a 
gentleman f r i e n d and peer. Her t h e s i s , 
argued out with Medon, i s t h a t the 
education of young l a d i e s as i t 
p r e s e n t l y stands, i s t r a g i c a l l y i n ­
adequate to t h e i r needs, a f o r c i n g 
system producing accomplishments, not 
q u a l i t i e s , l e a v i n g them q u i t e inade­
quately prepared t o be even "the 
mothers and nurses of l e g i s l a t o r s and 
statesmen," l e t alone wise or r e f l e c ­
t i v e i n the p o l i t i c a l sense: 

Medon: Then you think that a b e t t e r 
education, based on t r u e r moral 
p r i n c i p l e s , would render women 
more reasonable p o l i t i c i a n s , 
or at l e a s t give them some 
r i g h t s to meddle with p o l i t i c s ? 

Alda: I t would cease i n t h a t case to 
be meddling, as you term i t , 
f o r i t would be l e g i t i m i z e d . l t 
i s easy to sneer at p o l i t i c a l 
and mathematical l a d i e s , and 
quote Lord B y r o n — b u t oh, leave 
those angry commonplaces t o 
others I— t h e y do not come w e l l 
from you. Do not f o r c e me to 
remind you, t h a t women have 
achieved enough to s i l e n c e them 
fo r e v e r [she footnotes Mme. de 
S t a e l , Mrs. Sommerville, 
H a r r i e t Martineau, and Mrs. 
Marcet].(6) 

Alda f u r t h e r argues t h a t models from 
l i f e are not adequate f o r her teaching: 
"I wanted character i n i t s e s s e n t i a l 
t r u t h not modified by p a r t i c u l a r cus­
toms, by f a s h i o n , by s i t u a t i o n . " ( p . 3 9 ) 
This symbolic model she found supremely 
achieved i n Shakespeare's women. She 
c a t e g o r i z e s and discusses them under 
four headings: Characters of I n t e l l e c t , 
Characters of Passion and Imagination, 
Characters of the A f f e c t i o n s and H i s ­
t o r i c a l Characters. Her repeated 
d i d a c t i c purpose i s t o hold these 
characters up as models t o be emulated 
— P o r t i a , f o r i n s t a n c e — o r of t e r r i b l e 
examples to be p i t i e d and a v o i d e d — 
Cleopatra or Lady Macbeth. Here Anna 
Jameson's heroinism, f o r the f i r s t 
time i n her w r i t i n g , i s i n f u l l p l a y — 
Shakespeare's heroines are a b s t r a c t e d 
from t h e i r dramas t o become a Pantheon 
of Goddesses f o r the e d i f i c a t i o n and 
the emulation of her readers; t h e i r 
q u a l i t i e s become, f o r her and f i l t e r e d 
through her s e n s i b i l i t y , the "charac­
t e r i s t i c s of women." 
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During the time t h a t she wrote the 
book, Anna Jameson was very c l o s e to 
the young Fanny Kemble, of the great 
Siddons-Kemble dynasty of ac t o r s . 
Fanny was d o u b t f u l about Mrs. Jameson's 
t i t l e and thought the book should have 
been c a l l e d Shakespeare's Heroines. 
She was the daughter of Charles Kemble, 
owner, w i t h h i s brother John, of the 
Covent Garden Theatre, and niece of 
Sarah Siddons. When Anna was begin­
ning her C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of Women, 
Fanny had j u s t scored her f i r s t 
tremendous success as J u l i e t on the 
stage of Covent Garden. She and Anna 
became c l o s e f r i e n d s ; Anna consulted 
w i t h her c o n s t a n t l y through the w r i t ­
i n g of her book; there are important 
areas i n which C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of 
Women r e f l e c t s the Kemble-Siddons 
"Method-Acting" of the day as w e l l as 
r e f l e c t i n g Anna Jameson's reading of 
Shakespeare. However, no one was more 
aware than Fanny Kemble of the d i f ­
ference between l i f e and a r t , of the 
i l l u s i o n s of her stage l i f e and the 
p l a i n , hard f a c t s of ord i n a r y e x i s ­
tence i n her famous f a m i l y , where 
f i n a n c i a l a n x i e t y was constant and a l l 
the Kembles and Sarah Siddons worked 
hard and c o n s t a n t l y at r e s p e c t a b i l i t y 
and s o c i a l conformity, to remove the 
l i n g e r i n g aura of s o c i a l stigma that 
s t i l l threatened actors i n England. 
Fanny's doubts, however, d i d not pre­
v a i l . Anna Jameson's book was pub­
l i s h e d as C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of Women. I t 
had a great success both at home and 
abroad, p a r t i c u l a r l y i n Germany and 
America, and i t subsequently appeared 

i n at l e a s t 20 e d i t i o n s (there may 
w e l l be others, p i r a t e d e d i t i o n s un­
recorded) . I t was i n f l u e n t i a l i n i t s 
day and long a f t e r . But, u n w i t t i n g l y , 
i n t r y i n g to teach women and to pro­
mote a b e t t e r education f o r them, Anna 
Jameson's f i r s t important work almost 
c e r t a i n l y f o s t e r e d heroinism and s e l f -
d ramatizing, not the s e l f - d e v e l o p i n g 
feminism which she hoped to encourage. 
When she wrote Winter Studies and Sum-
mer Rambles i n Canada, however, the 
p a t t e r n of Corinne which she used made 
her book a success i n her day and i n 
ours. She came to Canada, not to stay, 
but t o work out a separation agreement 
w i t h her husband, Robert Jameson, who 
had been appointed Upper Canada's At­
torney General and, while she was here, 
i t s f i r s t V i c e - c h a n c e l l o r . By 1836 
Anna was too much the s u c c e s s f u l and 
cosmopolitan l i t e r a r y woman to contem­
p l a t e s e r i o u s l y e i t h e r p i c k i n g up a 
ma r r i a g e - r e l a t i o n s h i p which had been 
u n s a t i s f a c t o r y even before her hus­
band was posted out of England i n 
1833, or l i v i n g away from f r i e n d s , 
f a m i l y — a n d her r e a d e r s h i p — i n an out­
post of Empire. L e g a l l y , however, she 
and a l l women were s t i l l completely 
dependent on t h e i r husbands. A g i t a ­
t i o n towards reform of the Property 
Acts was j u s t beginning; the f i r s t 
l e g i s l a t i o n g i v i n g married women some 
r i g h t s over t h e i r c h i l d r e n and t h e i r 
earnings was not passed u n t i l 1854. 
Meanwhile Robert Jameson could have 
claimed a l l of Anna's income had he so 
de s i r e d . Because he wanted and needed 
an appearance of conventional domes-



t i c i t y i n the months preceding h i s 
appointment to the highest l e g a l 
p o s i t i o n i n Upper Canada, Anna came; 
her p a r t of the bargain would be h i s 
agreement to separation and some f i n ­
a n c i a l s u p p o r t — t h e l a t t e r , i n f a c t , 
never m a t e r i a l i z e d . Because she was a 
p r o f e s s i o n a l w r i t e r , she a l s o had 
every i n t e n t i o n of making a book out 
of the t r i p t hat she undertook so r e ­
l u c t a n t l y . 

For the "Winter S t u d i e s " p a r t of her 
work, the months from December, 1836, 
to May, 1837, when she was confined to 
Toronto, she adopted the same j o u r n a l 
form and the same persona, the sad 
and l o n e l y , vaguely broken-hearted 
heroine, t h a t she had used f o r Diary 
of an Ennuyee. In that voice she 
wrote a c l a s s i c l i t t l e textbook i n the 
manner of the Educating Heroine on the 
e n t i r e spectrum of s o c i a l l i f e and 
p o l i t i c s i n Upper Canada at the time. 
When she set out on her t r a v e l s i n the 
s p r i n g , the voice of her work changed 
r a d i c a l l y . Her "Summer Rambles" might 
w e l l be s u b t i t l e d "Corinne i n Canada," 
fo r i t s n a r r a t o r i s the T r a v e l l i n g 
Heroine par e x c e l l e n c e , h i g h - s p i r i t e d , 
e n t h u s i a s t i c , u n t i r i n g , undaunted, i n ­
d e f a t i g a b l e , meeting, e n j o y i n g — a n d 
i m p r e s s i n g — a great v a r i e t y of people, 
and c a r r y i n g her research on the con­
d i t i o n of women i n t o the Indian en­
campments on M i c h i l i m a k i n a c and i n t o 
a Chippewa t r i b e at S a u l t Ste. Marie. 
There her success was complete. She 
became an honorary member of the 
t r i b e and was given her Indian name, 

a f t e r being the f i r s t white woman to 
shoot the rapids at the S a u l t . She 
a l s o became an honorary daughter to 
Mrs. Johnson, the Chippewa c h i e f t a i n 
of the t r i b e . ( I n c i d e n t a l l y , no f a c e t 
of Heroinism was neglected by Anna 
Jameson. She c a r r i e d a g u i t a r w i t h 
her on her t r a v e l s — t h e Performing 
Heroine, the Canadian Corinne, a t the 
ready.) Winter Studies and Summer 
Rambles i n Canada i s of a q u a l i t y t h a t 
begs f o r a more s o p h i s t i c a t e d c r i t i c a l 
c u r i o s i t y and c o n s i d e r a t i o n than i t s 
conventional c a t e g o r i z i n g as "Travel 
Diary" d i s p l a y s ; t o recognize t h a t i t 
was w r i t t e n so knowingly out of a 
major European and f e m i n i s t l i t e r a r y 
t r a d i t i o n extends i t s i n t e r e s t 
enormously. 
Despite i t s dangers as a model f o r 
l i f e , adopting the heroine persona has 
meant l i t e r a r y success f o r numbers of 
Canadian women w r i t e r s since the time 
of Anna Jameson. The enduring a t t r a c ­
t i o n of Roughing I t i n the Bush l i e s 
i n the character that Susanna Moodie 
drew of h e r s e l f — s e l f - p i t y i n g , s e n t i ­
mental, snobbish, always centre-stage 
but a l s o indomitable, determined on 
s u r v i v a l w i t h d i g n i t y and w i t h humour 
— a heroine i n process of agonized 
transformation from a comfortably 
middle-class drawing-room lady t o a 
b a t t l e - s c a r r e d , but not beaten, pioneer 
w i f e , mother and w r i t e r . The c u l t u r e -
shock that she s u f f e r e d i n coming to 
Canada turned her to w r i t i n g as a 
therapy and the d i r e f i n a n c i a l s t r a i t s 
of the Moodies gave an added impetus 
to her pen. She wrote the v a r i o u s 



sketches t h a t make up Roughing I t i n 
the Bush w i t h an honesty and a crea­
t i v e energy t h a t are poles apart from 
such sentimental e f f u s i o n s of her Eng­
l i s h w r i t i n g career as, f o r i n s t a n c e , 
"The Miser's Son." 

Moodie, the author, could and d i d com­
municate the i r o n i c d i s t ance between 
Susanna's b l u n d e r i n g , o f t e n misplaced 
and l u d i c r o u s heroinism and the l i f e 
of the r e a l Susanna, who bore c h i l d r e n 
i n her bush homestead, learned to cook, 
bake bread and housekeep, f i g h t f i r e s , 
hoe potatoes, cope with her neighbours 
and w i t h poverty. By the end of the 
book the heroine i s completely 
usurped by the r e a l woman. When, f i n ­
a l l y , l a r g e l y through her own desperate 
e f f o r t s i n g e t t i n g a s h e r i f f ' s ap­
pointment f o r her husband, Susanna i s 
d e l i v e r e d from the bush to the r e l a ­
t i v e ease of l i f e i n B e l l e v i l l e , she 
f e e l s o l d and she looks o l d . Her 
words r i n g w i t h t r u t h and w i t h pathos, 
as i f a l i f e t i m e away from her e a r l y 
p o s t u r i n g s . 

The concepts of heroinism and feminism 
can a l s o be used to explore Sarah 
Jeannette Duncan's work. Sarah Duncan 
was h e r s e l f a f e m i n i s t , as a reading 
of her j o u r n a l i s m abundantly demon­
s t r a t e s . She was one of the f i r s t 
generation of Canadian women t o break 
away from her s o c i e t y ' s accepted and 
i n t e n s e l y powerful d e f i n i t i o n of the 
"proper sphere" of women, to p r a c t i c e 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l l y a venturesome, inde­
pendent and s u c c e s s f u l career i n 

journalism. Yet when she came to 
w r i t e her novels she o f t e n f e l l back 
on the l i t e r a r y convention of h e r o i n ­
ism though, as her work shows, she 
h e r s e l f was s c o r n f u l of i t s d e l u s i o n s . 
The gap between what Duncan h e r s e l f 
knew and p r a c t i c e d and what her 
a u t h o r i a l voice expressed accounts f o r 
the condescending tone which she o f t e n 
d i r e c t e d at both her characters and 
her readers. 

The nagging i n s u f f i c i e n c y that sur­
rounds the character of Advena Murchi-
son i n The I m p e r i a l i s t i s a case i n 
p o i n t . On the one hand, Advena i s 
shown to be a young f e m i n i s t who i s 
her mother's despair because she has 
r e j e c t e d the r o l e of homemaker-in-
t r a i n i n g ; on the other hand, her 
author casts h e r — o r shows us Advena 
c a s t i n g h e r s e l f — i n the t r a d i t i o n a l 
r o l e of heroine, a r o l e w i t h which 
Duncan h e r s e l f had l i t t l e sympathy. 
Subsequently Duncan forces the romance 
of Advena and F i n l a y to i t s conven­
t i o n a l close by the clumsy device of 
Dr. Drummond as an u n l i k e l y deus ex 
machina, l e a v i n g no one, l e a s t of a l l 
h e r s e l f , I should t h i n k , s a t i s f i e d by 
her s t r a n g e l y f r a c t u r e d c h a r a c t e r i z a ­
t i o n . 

In A Daughter of Today (1894) Duncan 
overcame ambivalence i n the p o r t r a y a l 
of her heroine but at the expense of 
a u t h o r i a l sympathy. Her indictment of 
the young woman who goes abroad to be­
come an a r t i s t and f a i l s , t r a g i c a l l y , 
together w i t h the book's uncompromising 





harshness of tone, are both s u r p r i s i n g 
i n a w r i t e r who, h e r s e l f , had l e f t 
home to f o l l o w a career. I t i s not 
the heroine's d e s i r e to have a career 
t h a t she c h a s t i s e s so severel y , how­
ever; i t i s her adopting of the r o l e 
of h e r o i n e - a r t i s t w i t h a s e l f i s h d i s ­
regard f o r her r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s t o 
parents and f r i e n d s and wi t h an un­
j u s t i f i a b l y e l e v a t e d estimate of her 
own a b i l i t i e s , t h a t Duncan i s unmasking 
without mercy. 

In Middlemarch, Dorothea Casaubon i s a 
" f a i l e d heroine," as E l l e n Moers r e ­
marks. Sarah Jeannette Duncan i s no 
George E l i o t but, l i k e her great pre­
decessor, she had the per c e p t i o n t o 
know th a t the i l l u s i o n of heroinism 
could lead one d i s a s t r o u s l y away from 
self-knowledge and growth. Her per­
c e p t i o n , however, was not matched by 
anything l i k e the power of under­
standing and a n a l y s i s t h a t E l i o t 
brought to her f i c t i o n . In drawing 
Advena Murchison, Duncan c a p i t u l a t e d 
to the convention of heroinism; i n A 
Daughter of Today, her heroine i s the 
v i c t i m of Duncan's anger a t the con­
v e n t i o n and i t s d i s a s t r o u s t r a n s ­
p o s i t i o n i n t o r e a l l i f e ; i n A S o c i a l 
Departure (1890), the n a r r a t i n g " I , " 
though h e r s e l f c e r t a i n l y a T r a v e l l i n g 
Heroine, o f t e n takes a tire s o m e l y i n ­
dulgent and condescending tone t o her 
companion, Orthodocia, the romantic 
heroine of the p i e c e . I n Simple Ad­
ventures of a Memsahib (1893), Sarah 
Duncan does achieve a n a r r a t i v e voice 
t h a t i s without condescension—Mrs. 

Maclntyre, her n a r r a t o r , has grown be­
yond the i l l u s i o n s of heroinism. L i k e 
Susanna Moodie i n Canada, she has 
survived the long and arduous i n i t i a ­
t i o n of her decades i n I n d i a and her 
convincing v o i c e speaks t o us wi t h 
sharp w i t but a l s o w i t h understanding 
and pathos. 

E x p l o r a t i o n i n t o the r e l a t i o n s h i p s and 
tensions between heroinism and feminism 
could p r o d u c t i v e l y be extended t o the 
work of any of our women w r i t e r s . 
There i s f i n a l l y , however, another 
stage t o be marked i n the development 
of both women w r i t e r s and t h e i r char­
a c t e r s . I t could be cate g o r i z e d as 
"humanism." C e r t a i n l y the male 
equiva l e n t s of the heroinism-
feminism-humanism t r i o could be argued 
to move d i r e c t l y from heroism to 
humanism without the ne c e s s i t y f o r an 
intermediate term. In a t r a d i t i o n a l l y 
male-ordered s o c i e t y the intermediate 
ground of f e m i n i s t s t r u g g l e and s e l f -
a s s e r t i o n i s t o t a l l y necessary to 
women; i n the work of many contemporary 
w r i t e r s a movement beyond feminism i s 
d i s c e r n i b l e but only a f t e r the d i f f i ­
c u l t a s s e r t i o n s have been achieved and 
the struggle f o r s e l f - d e f i n i t i o n under­
taken. Morag Gunn, f o r instance, 
s t r u g g l e s against her s o c i e t y and i t s 
pressures to achieve her own freedom 
to do the work that she must do. But 
what, i n the l a s t a n a l y s i s , i s most 
important i s that she p e r c e i v e s , ac­
cepts and celebr a t e s the l i m i t s of 
her freedom w i t h i n an ultimat e univer­
s a l order that r e q u i r e s every i n -



dividual's respect for a l l other i n ­
dividuals and for a l l the generations 
of humankind. Like Hagar Shipley, 
she fights f i r s t for herself and then 
to be freed from herself into the 
humility and understanding that 
humanism requires. 
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