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Abstract: 

The French Lieutenant’s Woman is a marvelous work of literature by John Fowles. As a 

metafictional novel, it presents the readers to the fictional nature of John Fowles' work 

through this splendid work. He uses metafiction to detach himself from the novel while he 

presents the controversial relationship of fictionality versus the reality. Fowles has 

emphasized on the background of the Victorian era as he uses it to criticize the cruel 

hypocrisy and repression of that age. He presents to us a stark contrast and a comparison 

between the Victorian age and values and that of the present day modern society. He 

structures his characters in such a way that they have an opportunity to choose their way and 

are not forced by the author in their conduct. This adds to the metafictional character of the 

novel. John Fowles presents to us an irony towards the Victorian norms and structures and de 

constructs the values of the Victorian era by focusing on the representation of metafiction.  
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Introduction: 

 This novel by John Fowles can we studied from various perspectives such as new 

historicism, feminism or different psychological points of view. He depicts a vivid parody of 

the Victorian society through metafiction. The search of the modernist for order at a deep or 

level of mind begin in the 20th century and the writers started re establishing the same in 

their fictional world as the created self conscious novels through metafiction. It is a technique 

of producing fiction in such a way that there is a distinction between the fictional world and 

reality present.Metafiction is all about playing games with the conception of the readers in 

the process. Such works are focused not only on the narrative techniques used by the writers 

but also on the striking points that have association with human life in general. Thus, the 

meaning of metafiction is quite related to the novelist’s vision of experience. John Fowles 

questions the truth of the situation using metafiction in his novel, The French Lieutenant’s 
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Woman. The author uses metafiction to search for alternative worlds and brings the paradox 

between creation and description into consideration. He weaves the novel in such a way that 

all though the characters are fictional and unreal, the exist in a separate world. Metafiction 

helps us to observe the reality of literary fiction and also deals with the duality of literary 

fictional text. This unique way of narration encourages the readers to explore their identity by 

presenting some traditional conventions which they are already familiar with. Hence, we can 

say that metafiction acknowledges the fact that a particular work of literature or writing is in 

fact artificial or unreal and exposes the readers to multiple realities is instead of a single 

conventional one.  

 

Women and Marriage in Victorian Era: 

 It is an undeniable fact that the Victorian society advocated a family structure that was 

based on the heterogeneous relationship that considered patriarchy as a proper unstable 

family structure. And this meant that a proper marriage also hard a lot of importance in the 

patriarchal society. Men and women were assigned radically different roles. Men were 

supposed to be the bread earner while women were liable for domestic source like child 

bearing, cooking or sewing etc. In the Victorian period, it was a rather accepted norm that 

women should not have any other social role other than the ones they performed as a home 

maker. For Victorian women, domesticity was considered as a crucial concept. Once they 

were grown up, the sole aim became to find suitable husband and become successful on the 

marriage market. Their situation in a marriage was inferior and they were expected to be the 

ideal mother and wife for their husbands who were generally unfaithful and dominant. 

Women education was consider useless and they were disguised from taking part in 

professional lives. This meant that they were also economically disadvantaged. Neither could 

they marry without enough dowry nor could they earn and gain financial independence. They 

were also kept out of the inheritance of the family fortune. Adultery, prostitution or any in 

legal affair was regarded as sexual immorality and chastity was sought after. Victorian men 

showed admiration and respect for chastity. Keeping all this in mind, John Fowles has created 

Sarah as a woman that did not fit in any of these so called norms and values of the Victorian 

society. Sarah does not want to get married. She works and earns her own life. She wants to 

enjoy her own freedom and deliberately gives herself the image of a whore to refrain from 

marriage that was imposed by the society. Unlike the other Victorian women, she is not 

suppressed or controlled by a patriarchal society and neither is she submissive or reduced to a 

position of inferiority. She is well educated and she is not dependent on a male character to 

live her life. She values her own freedom and is well aware of a potential and rights.She does 

not regard marriage as a crucial aspect of her life and continues to abandon the institution of 

marriage.  

Fictionality in the Novel: 

 The novel has a sense of self consciousness throughout, owing to the constant 

comments of the narrator. In his poem The Riddle, Thomas Hardy creates a mysterious 
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woman who is looking at the sea directly. Sarah Woodruff has a similar character and is seen 

waiting for the French lieutenant. She is seen standing motionless and still while she stares at 

the sea, just like in Hardy's poem. the author goes to introduce the protagonist, Sarah, via 

different interpretations. The people call her the French Lieutenant’s woman and consider her 

a little mad. The common people believe what they here and act in accordance to such kind of 

gossips. Sarah does not fit into any of the norms of the Victorian period and for this reason 

she is constantly at odds with the masses. We can also say that she is a liberated figure and 

not like the other people in the age that she inhabits. And this is the reason why she fails to 

communicate with Charles when they meet for the first time. She reminds the readers of a 

forbidden character in a number of Victorian novels while Charles is the stereotypical 

Victorian hero. She goes beyond the social codes of her age and is an independent figure. 

JohnFowles does not describe her physical appearance and leaves it up on the readers to 

project it. Seas breaks of the chains of norms of a conventional and perfect woman and 

deconstruct the Victorian stereotype of how a woman should be. Although she represents the 

lower class, she is self reliant and assertive. She is not suppressed by her male counterparts or 

the society. She has an isolated lifestyle from the rest of the society and is nothing like them 

but is a unique character within attractive story. As it was a traditional convention of 

victimizing women, Fowles does not follow it and presence to us a strong and confident 

woman in the form of Sarah Woodruff. 

 

 Sarah is also supposed to be mysterious when she is thought to suffer from hysteria 

but denies following the prescription of Dr Grogan. John Fowles has created Sarah and such a 

way that she is represented as a patriarchal mystification of women. People of the Victorian 

patriarchal view regard her as an insane woman because she does not fit into their society 

norms. The mysterious character of Sarah indulges the readers and highlights the fictionality 

of the novel. The author constantly gives the readers and idea that the concept of reality is 

partly fictiousand the keeps adding his own personal comments about the story. He keeps 

including himself constantly in the narrative and enlightens the readers about the possibilities 

and events. He open the door of fiction and breaks the illusion of reality as he directly speaks 

to the readers in the 13th chapter and explicitly admits that everything that has been written 

so far was fictional. He states that the characters do not exist out of his mind and are a mere 

creation of his imagination. This way, he gives the readers their own choices to become 

aware about the freedom of their reality and self reflective characteristics of the novel.  

 

Critical Analysis of the Victorian Society: 

 This novel by John Fowles presents to us the inability of the people of the Victorian 

society to act according to their own free will. They have to lead a life under the influence of 

pre determined rules and norms. The societal norms imposed on them avoid number of duties 

and expected behavior. One such is the institution of marriage and it is considered very 

important. Following the norms of the society, Charles also feels the need to find a suitable 
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wife for himself. His marriage to Ernestina Freeman, who is the daughter of a rich 

businessman, is also free determined by the society. After he meets Sarah, he faces the 

struggle as he attempts to solve the mystery of her identity. In this attempt, he sacrifices his 

fiancé and the promising financial future along with the nature of his entire existence. As a 

part of the English Victorian society, he is quite critical about it and wants to seek freedom 

from the identity of an English gentleman that he has inherited. And the only way to his 

freedom is to choose Sarah over Ernestina. Sarah changes his vision of the hypocritical 

society and his stands against the conventions of the era.  

 

 John Fowles elaborate how prostitution was considered a very huge problem for the 

Victorian people. Such women were looked down upon and were regarded as evil and 

harmful for the society. People considered it as an unlawful and immoral activity which 

needed to be stopped. But this was not the case and this institution became increasingly 

popular among men. He depicts how the society post these women to become prostitutes and 

how they were the victims of economic and other such exploitations. He remarks at the 

hypocrisy of the society that forced women to do this and then considered them evil. He 

draws the focus of the readers towards the problems of the prostitutes. He paints Sarah in the 

image of a prostitute to de construct the stereotypes. All those she is not actually a prostitute, 

but she acts like one so she can remain out of the patriarchal structure and is not forced to be 

tired in a marriage. She chooses her independence over her image for the society. She is 

unlike the other woman of her age and seeks freedom in every field of life. She uses her 

imagination of the French lieutenant to free herself from the bondages of the society and it’s 

norms and conventions. Sarah is an independent young woman who chooses her own story 

and in pursuit of her independence and freedom she does not pay heed to the harm she does 

to her own social reputation. And this is the reason why the society looks down upon her and 

disregards her. They consider her as an outcast as she acts against the traditions and 

conventions of the established society. She manipulates the way the society perceives her and 

uses it to her advantage. She rejects the conventions of the society and is portrayed as a new 

woman, a rebellious woman, seeking to establish her own worth without the presence of a 

male support in a society that is constructed to favor men.And when she transitions into a 

new woman, and totally changes her attire, Charles is not even able to recognize her in the 

first sight when he sees her like that for the first time. Sarah Woodruff has the image of a 

whore. And this is only because she decides to go her own way and she does not want to 

follow the typical role of a woman of getting married and bearing children.  

 

 The author, John Fowles, presents a stark contrast between the Victorian era and the 

modernist thinking. We can say that he has built Sarah to portray the modernist aspect of 

thinking and Ernestina represents the Victorian unblinking obedience. While the former is far 

sighted, Ernestina is short sighted and fails to look at the distant horizons. The author goes 

against the Victorian historical conventions and criticizes the idea of a god like figure for 
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Victorian writers. He says that there is a drastic change in the role of authorship and he does 

not merely give us a story to read but leaves it upon us to decide and develop our own views 

and opinions. He gives the readers a discretion to decide and explore the novel in their own 

way. He toys with the Victorian concept of an omniscient author. He tells us a story of the 

nineteenth century but goes on to add his own remarks and comments throughout the whole 

novel like a twentieth century novelist. He establishes a constant interaction between him and 

the reader. He keeps violating the illusion of reality with his comments and statements. He 

gives ultimate power to his readers to explore the fictional world that he has created. He also 

makes them aware of the fact that whatever they are reading is not reality and is a mere 

imagination and product of the author’s mind. He directs are attention towards the fact that 

there could have been many possibilities and different realities of a particular situation and 

constantly uses the word ‘perhaps’. This helps the readers to interpret the fiction in 

alternative ways rather than one single conventional way. The whole novel points to the 

importance of possibilities and how they can change the whole story line. The author keeps 

manipulating and playing with the conception of the readers by inserting his own comments. 

In the fifty fifth chapter, he includes himself in the novel as a passenger on the same train as 

Charles. He expresses his willingness to end the character of Charles in the same position but 

also admits that he cannot do so as a Victorian novels should have a traditional ending.  

 

Three Unconventional Endings: 

 Unlike the other Victorian novels, The French Lieutenant’s Woman has three 

different endings which are very unconventional. The author give us not one but three 

different endings. And these are not very similar to each other. In the first ending, he 

presence that Charles goes back to his fiancé, Ernestina Freeman and marries her.He leaves 

and unhappily married life while Sarah disappears mysteriously and the author does not show 

any interest in her. This ending can be accepted as a Victorian ending as it fits in the norms 

and conventions of the 19th century. Before the other two endings, we find the author as a 

minor character that appears on the train scene. To decide between the two different endings, 

he flips a coin. This is a very unconventional and interesting way of presenting the end of a 

novel to the readers. He paints the second ending in such a way that Charles leaves his fiancé, 

Ernestina, and goes back to Sarah. It takes him along time to be able to find her and when he 

finally does she receive to marry him. Her refusal to marriage signifies her pursuit of freedom 

and her resistance towards the bondages and imprisonment of marriage. When Charles ask 

why she did not want to marry him, she is simply says that it is her own well and she just 

does not want to. Charles goes away thinking that he is deceived. Sarah asks him to meet a 

lady. And it is none other but their baby and they embrace each other. However, it is still not 

clear if they marry each other or not.This is also a very conventional ending as it fulfills the 

romantic and happy necessities of an ending. The last alternative ending is quite 

unconventional and interesting. In this particular scenario, the author enters the novel again 

but this time, he enters as a bearded man and makes a little adjustment in time. In this ending, 
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we find that charge is disgusted with himself for letting himself fall for a woman like Sarah 

and goes away without meeting his own child. As we can see, the force to endings are quite 

conventional and in accordance with the Victorian notions while the last one is more modern. 

The author goes on to criticize the worst part of Victorian ethics through subverting Victorian 

conventional endings.  

 

Conclusion: 

 John Fowles criticizes the Victorian society and ways of life in his novel, The French 

Lieutenant’s Woman. It is a marvelous work of literature and parodies Victorian society. He 

has successfully and skillfully combined aspects from the past and the present and has 

depicted the traditional Victorian way of life with a post modern sense and this leaves a 

prominent impression on the readers. John Fowles has beautifully depicted the contrast 

between the thinking of the modern society and that of the Victorian society through his 

novel and he creates a fictional world out of a historical Victorian age through metafiction. 

She has deconstructed and reconstructed the classic unconventional Victorian novel. We can 

find a sense of mystery throughout the novel. This was indeed a breakthrough in the 

traditional literary narrative. The author shows his firm believe in freedom, be it in terms of 

the protagonist, Sarah Woodruff, or in terms of the novel. He also gives the readers essence 

of liberation as he provides them with three different endings and gives them the choice to 

decide whether they want a traditional Victorian novel or a modern one. The novel is quite 

realistic and the author associates the multiple endings with mystery and there are no certain 

answers for mystery in the real world. 
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