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INTRODUCTION 

The age old tradition of the male authority oppressing the women is so much ingrained in the 

society that even after the alleged emancipation of women, their condition has not much 

improved. Married women were still economically dependent on their husbands. Women’s 

scholarly and artistic interests were still undermined. After the industrial revolution there was 

a change in the status of women, yet the women were not emancipated in the absolute sense. 

In spite of their potential to contribute to the household expenses, men expected women to 

confine themselves to the four walls of the house. Men wanted the control of finances so that 

they could assert their authority over women. Women were made dependent and thus left 

with no identity, self-respect or dignity. This resulted in an evolution of feminist 

consciousness among women. 

 Drabble brings forth the marginalised status of women in a patriarchal system and how these 

women have fought against all the odds to assert their choices. For instance, her novel The 

Garrick Year (1964) captures this change in the feminist attitude. The novel is written at a 

time when most young women shared the same concerns. Housewives were considered 

insignificant and were often undervalued and mistreated. The women were then educated and 

qualified but they found themselves tied to the responsibilities of married life and children. 

Men occupied the upper hand in the power structure within the family.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*Research Scholar, Dept. Of English and Foreign Languages, M.D. University, Rohtak 



IJRESS    Volume 3, Issue 5 (May 2013)                 (ISSN 2249-7382) 

 International Journal of Research in Economics & Social Sciences  
 http://www.euroasiapub.org 106 
 

The novel tells the story of Emma Evans, a mother of two in her early twenties, who gives up 

her lucrative job in order to move where David [her husband] pleases. Emma’s experiences 

of life gives the reader an interesting insight into the lives of the women in the 60’s. Through 

the character of Emma, Drabble successfully brings out the dilemmas and problems that an 

emancipated woman faces. It shows how men take control of women in terms of sexual 

division of labour and make them internalise the norms of patriarchy. David’s career had 

always been very important to him and for the sake of his career he does not even think twice 

before deciding to uproot Emma life as he keeps on emphasizing, “It’s question of my career” 

(7). Emma worked as a model and had an independent income but she quits her job for a 

happy harmonious marriage. Thus, the patriarchal system which expects a woman to stay at 

home and take care of children relegates her to an inferior position as the passive partner. 

Like most of the women she also confines herself to procreation and the household 

responsibilities. While Emma is pregnant for the second time, she is once again offered a job 

as a newsreader and announcer in television. Ironically, it was an attempt by the television 

company at the equality of sexes by allowing women to announce serious events. She was 

enthusiastic about this new job and it was the excitement that made her endure the exhaustive 

months of pregnancy, birth, and sleepless nights. Just then David is offered a good role in 

plays to be staged in Hereford and for which he is expected to live there for about nine 

months. David selfishly places his career over Emma’s and like most men he has no respect 

for Emma’s ambition and desires. He considers her job as some silly hobby and thus her 

ambition as a newsreader is conveniently obliterated. David himself has a career in acting and 

wants his face to be famous but when it comes to Emma, he does let her get her own share of 

publicity. It clearly exhibits his hypocrisy when he fails to understand Emma’s need to do the 

job, he says, “Why you wanted to do that job in the first place. A bloody silly way of 

spending your time, if you ask me” (20). So, a housewife is supposed to have no aspirations 

outside the family. Not only this he even makes her realise that she is economically 

dependent on him and thus she is in no position to complain. He does not think twice before 

saying, “It’s my lovely self that paid for those chops and that television and that dress you are 

wearing and that roof over your head” (21). Emma retaliates at this and reminds David of her 

capability to earn and tells him that this is the reason she is keen on working and getting 

herself an independent income. David enjoys all the freedom and he denies Emma all the 

privileges to which he is entitled. Thus, marriage turns into a trap for Emma where there is 
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only oppression and torment in the relationship. So, it is not David whom she hates but his 

patriarchal beliefs which is the real cause of her oppression. 

 Kate Millet uses the term “power politics” to describe the subtle ways in which a woman is 

oppressed in a marriage. The woman is reduced to the status of a ‘utility item,’ an object of 

decoration and possession. It can smother a wife with its confining limits. Emma also feels 

stifled and enslaved in her marriage when she is not allowed to work as a news reader. David 

expects her to be happy just because he assures her that she looks beautiful. He says, “it’s not 

enough for me to tell you that you are beautiful, you want the whole bloody nation to stare at 

you every night” (20). Emma has been full of patience and tries her best to adapt herself to 

this role of a dutiful wife. But her anguish comes out in the following passage: 

I could hardly believe that marriage was going to deprive me of this, too. It had 

already deprived me of so many things which I had childishly overvalued: my 

independence, my income, my twenty-two-inch waist, my sleep, most of my friends, 

who had deserted on account of David’s insults, a whole string of finite things, and 

many more indefinite attributes, like hope and expectation. And now, just when I got 

my future organized and had glimpsed, as it were, the end of solitude, I had been 

pushed right back to where I had started. (10) 

 The idea of ‘Angel in the House’ which was advocated by Mary Wollstonecraft gave way to 

the new view with Betty Friedan’s ‘Feminine Mystique’(1963). Her work perceived men as 

the reason for female suppression. It is quite evident that the patriarchal society is the root 

cause of all the woes of Emma. Patriarchy, which is based on sexism, casts men as decision 

makers and women as dutiful followers. And Emma like a dutiful wife moves where David 

wishes her to move. The change of location hampers her creative and social growth as this 

small town has no opportunities for Emma. She resents leaving London and is bored in 

Hereford. Her situation shows how women were still excluded from equal access to work and 

decision making position in the family. She hardly has any say when they were deciding to 

move to Hereford. They do have a discussion followed by an argument over moving but 

David signs the contract before consulting Emma. The only choice she gets to make is which 

house to take as all the important decisions are made by David. She resents everyday she 

spends at Hereford as she finds that there is no opportunity for her to grow. She feels that her 

social skills are hampered. She plays the role of a dutiful wife and mother does not get any 

appreciation for it. Eventually she gets tired of all this and no longer wants to be the object of 

decoration and possession. As a housewife she has to bear many types of burdens. She has to 
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entertain David’s theatre friends with a smile on her face. There is an element of tiredness 

and disgust in inviting guests at home, cooking meals for them and then washing the dishes. 

The life she lives in this new place is a life of boredom and tedium. She feels suffocated at 

home doing nothing as she knows her potential. She is often mistaken for an actress by 

people and gets admired by producers and directors. Everyone but her husband has faith in 

her. Wyndham once remarks, “I can’t imagine why you’re not an actress. You look as though 

you ought to be an actress” (94). She says: 

No wonder that I wanted to get my face on that dark receiving box myself, to join that 

intricate pattern, the celluloid drama that is played out there every night at the 

discretion of the programme arrangers: Sophy Brent and Wyndham Farrar and David 

Evans, my husband and that bland faced woman that should have been me. (12) 

Emma feels utterly bored in Hereford as it is a small place where there are not many 

opportunities. For her, “life seems to be on the verge of extinction” as she “could not bear 

anything rather die in a moment of boredom” (99). This is probably why she responds 

quickly to Wyndham’s flirtations and ends up having an affair with him. She dines out with 

him, goes for a drive and takes pleasure in his company. The affair serves as an escape from 

the monotonous routine. Her affair with Wyndham can be seen as retaliation against the 

social system which demands sacrifice from women all the time. Clearly, Emma does not 

surrender herself to any such kind of subjugation and seeks freedom from the unjust 

domination over her. It is expected from women that they stay married to one man and stay 

faithful, no matter what their husbands do.  It can be seen that Emma does not hesitate to 

break this norm. She expresses her rebellion through her involvement with the other man, 

who demands less from her. In the early stages of her affair she feels too excited and feels 

like a sixteen year girl does in her first affair. But soon she feels that it is wrong when she 

realises that it has created separation from her own babies. She is astonished at the fact that 

she feels estranged to her children, she describes, “they smiled at me and I smiled at them as I 

smile at babies in the park, strange babies; and this was real pain”  (164). 

The affair is the culmination of rebellion that had been burning within her. At no point does 

she sacrifice her self-respect and independence. The affair just serves as an escape from the 

monotonous routine. Emma is quite fond of Wyndham but nowhere does she express love for 

him. When Wydham tells her that he loves her, she replies, “I love you, too, in my own small 

way.” Further she says, “when I’ve time... I do think about you. But I have other things to do. 

I’m not free. I would be loving you if I could manage it. Or I think I would” (193). This 
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clearly shows that this affair is an amusement to her. She leaves the kids in care of a French 

girl which buys some time for herself. It is the feeling of being independent that overwhelms 

her. Her affair out of the marriage is symbolic of the way a woman attempts to rid herself of 

the constraints of her society has imposed on her. But as far as sexual freedom is concerned, 

she asserts herself. She refuses to cater herself to the satisfaction of heterosexual males be it 

David or Wyndham. When she has affair with Wyndham, she makes sure that he knows his 

boundaries and never lets him take any undue advantage of her. She clearly states her choices 

before him. She says, “I don’t want all that, I just want to have good time” (194). Even when 

she is with David, she expresses her discontent : 

“You won’t get anywhere by force.” I said pulling away. 

“That’s the only way I do get anywhere,” he said, “I’ve had two children by force, 

haven’t I?” 

“it’s legalized rape,” I said.. (89) 

The first wave feminists could not achieve sexual freedom and right to reproduction. It was 

eventually realised that women could never gain sexual freedom by identifying with the 

system. One of the aims of the second wave feminists was to give women the sexual freedom 

and the right to reproduction. Monique Wittig, in her “One is Not Born a Woman”, states that 

the idea of being feminine is created by the society and the biological process of giving birth 

is not natural. She believes: 

Thus, as long as we will be ‘unable to abandon by will or impulse a lifelong and 

centuries-old commitment to childbearing as the female creative act’,...women will 

have to abstract themselves from the definition ‘woman’ which is imposed upon them. 

(221) 

Clearly, Emma struggles against the oppressive norms of the patriarchal society and seeks 

freedom from the unjust domination over women. It is expected from women that they stay 

married to one man and stay faithful regardless of their husband’s conduct. She breaks 

traditional gender role of a woman that expects her to be submissive, chaste and faithful. She 

feels enraged and enslaved in her marriage. She has a passion for the act of living and wants 

to involve her fully in everything she does. Her violation of sexual conduct communicates a 

desire from the confining rules of the society. 

New avenues for women outside the home emerged but not every woman dared to take up the 

opportunity for the fear of being labelled as ‘bad wife’ or a ‘bad mother.’ Emma also 

encounters this dilemma and eventually she stakes all her hopes and aspirations for a happy 
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married life. The novel ends with Emma remaining married to David. Her affair with 

Wyndham, a sign of rebellion against the patriarchal norms, is also short lived. Despite the 

fact Emma does not like her sexual life and calls it a legalised rape. Emma and David are 

brought close to each other by their daughter who falls into the river Rye, and this event 

changes their life. In the end, Emma learns to accommodate herself in her various roles as 

wife, mother and lover-- putting an end to her cherished dream of becoming a news reader. 
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