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Summary

Monica Madden the Shopgirl:
Representations of Working Women in The Odd Women

Kaoruko Sakata

The Odd Women (1893) by George Gissing has often been interpreted as a New
Woman Novel, with Mary Barfoot and Rhoda Nunn presented as New Women.
It is Monica Madden rather than Mary or Rhoda, however, who embodies the
modernity of the 1890s. As Monica’s modernity is representative of the newness
of the times, this paper first pays attention to her as a shopgirl, one of the
cultural icons of the 1890s; and then compares her life with that of Rhoda, the
heroine, so as to find out what lifestyle Gissing suggests as proper for women;
and finally, considers the significance of the novel’s ending.

The first chapter examines the increase in the number of shopgirls in the latter
half of the nineteenth century and the threat they posed to Victorian society,
and then the second chapter discusses how dangerous Monica is perceived
to be by society. The next two chapters focus on what Gissing tries to tell
readers by depicting Monica’s unhappy married life with Edmund Widdowson
and the failure of Rhoda’s love affair with Everard Barfoot, and show that
Rhoda’s preference for work over love is not necessarily depicted negatively.
The concluding section of this paper gives full consideration to the ending of
the novel. If this novel attaches importance to the upbringing of children, the
ending—where the care of Monica’s daughter is entrusted to her elder sisters,
Alice and Virginia, and Rhoda—suggests the possibility that Gissing closes the

novel on a hopeful note.
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