English 394: Austen and Brontë

Final Project Assignment

The Assignment: 
Write a 7-10 page literary analysis on a topic of your choice. I have listed suggested topics below, but you are welcome to develop a topic of your own if you get approval from me first. The topic must involve responding to a primary historical document or documents (from the appendices of your Broadview editions or from your own historical research) and connecting the information that document provides about an issue relevant to our discussions of Brontë’s novels.  While I would prefer that you address each of Brontë’s novels that we’ve discussed this semester, I am open to projects which focus more narrowly on two novels, if you’re planning to incorporate more than one historical source. In order to do this kind of assignment, you’ll want to get approval from me first to be sure your topic is manageable within the allotted time and space constraints. 

Suggested Topics:

1.
In Appendix E of Charlotte Brontë’s Villette, entitled “Surveillance and Espionage,” the editors provide us with examples of a sensational case of surveillance involving the post office. Brontë’s novels too are preoccupied with the power invested in those who watch others without being seen themselves. In Villette Madame Beck thinks she watches Lucy Snowe unseen, but Lucy is always already watching Madame Beck. To what degree are other of Brontë’s heroines under surveillance? And to what degree do they participate in the surveillance of others? Does the power dynamic involved in scenes of surveillance work differently when the watcher is a woman? Do people participate in surveillance for reasons of political power, medical power, religious power??
2.

In Appendix F of Villette, entitled “Anti-Catholicism in England,” several primary historical documents help provide us with a sense of why Brontë (whose Irish father had been raised strict Presbyterian, but adopted the low-church Anglican evangelicism he encountered while being educated to become a clergyman at Cambridge University) should have shared many Anglicans suspicions of Roman Catholicism and its preoccupations with ritual and with the authority of the corporate church through whose sacraments Christ’s truth was believed to be proclaimed (whereas evangelicals believed that  personal morality and acceptance of the bible were the ways to salvation). Brontë’s anti-Catholicism appears in all three of her novels. To what uses are her displays of anti-Catholicism put? To what degree does her anti-Catholicism seem to be based in the same ideas put forth by the writers of the selections in Appendix F?
3.

In Appendix D, “Women and Work,” Sarah Stickney Ellis uses the metaphor of the bark or boat to describe women’s passage through life, particularly focusing on women who must “make their own way in life.” Readers of Villette will recognize the 
”bark” motif as running throughout Lucy’s first person narrative as she describes her own journey through life and anxious search for security, primarily through employment rather than marriage or inheritance. Margaret Fuller and Harriet Taylor Mill’s thoughts on women working are also contained in this Appendix. In what key ways do Ellis, Fuller, and Mill seem to agree and in what ways do they disagree about the benefits and risks (to society and to the women) of women working outside of the home? To what extent do Brontë’s vocation plots and/or her heroines’ comments about their desire or need for a vocation seem to resonate with the ideas of  Ellis, Mill or Fuller? You may choose to write about two or three novels for this topic. 
4.

In the Jane Eyre Appendix which contains primary historical documents on the contemporary debates about governesses’ social postion, we different points of view on how to handle the problem of “redundant women.” Without enough governess positions to go around, one response to the problem is to recommend Emigration for governesses unable to find work in England. Brontë’s novels too consider the bleak situation of governesses and they contain plenty of commentary (both on the part of the narrator and characters) on the problem of redundant women. All consider the possibility of emigration and both Shirley and Villette contain women characters who do emigrate. How do Brontë’s texts appear to intervene into the debates around the problem of redundant women? Is emigration sometimes a viable and attractive option for Brontë’s characters or is it an option she consistently associates with danger and risk (such as Jane’s anxiety about dying should she accompany St. John to India)? Do her novels imagine other possibilities for women who don’t marry to lead productive lives?
General specifications and policies for papers:
Papers should be:

· composed in 12 point Times New Roman or equivalent font
·double-spaced

· have an interesting title [not just “Paper #1” or “Imperialism in Brontë”]; the title should reflect some aspect of the paper’s argument

· Pages should be numbered

**No late papers will be accepted unless previous agreement has been made with me**
This is restriction is particularly important on the final essay, as the turnaround time for final grades is extremely short.

Due Date:

Final Draft, due at Noon on Monday, December 18
If you would like to get a full set of comments and a preliminary grade on your complete first draft, I will be happy to read it, but I will need you to get me the complete drafts by Monday, December 4 at the beginning of class 
