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Abstract  

This paper examines the cyclical nature of abuse as portrayed through the female protagonists 

in Henry James's The Portrait of a Lady, Washington Square, and The Wings of the Dove. 

Through close textual analysis, I argue that James's heroines—Isabel Archer, Catherine 

Sloper, and Milly Theale—are trapped within inherited patterns of psychological and 

emotional cruelty that they unconsciously perpetuate even as they suffer from them. The 

study explores how these women, despite their apparent agency and intelligence, become 

complicit in systems that ultimately destroy them or others around them. 

Drawing on contemporary trauma theory and feminist literary criticism, I demonstrate how 

James anticipated modern understandings of intergenerational trauma transmission. The 

analysis reveals that James's female characters exist within what I term "elegant violence"—a 

refined form of cruelty disguised as social propriety that gets passed down through 

mentorship, marriage, and social expectation. Catherine learns cruelty from her father's 

emotional withholding, Isabel from Madame Merle's manipulations, and Milly from the very 

society that claims to protect her. Each woman, in turn, inflicts variations of this learned harm 

on others, suggesting that James viewed the cycle of abuse as an inescapable feature of his 

society's power structures. The paper concludes that James's genius lies in showing how 

victims become perpetrators not through conscious malice but through the unconscious 

reproduction of the only relational patterns they have known. 

. 

Keywords: Henry James, cycle of abuse, intergenerational trauma, female characters, 

feminist literary criticism. 

1. Introduction 

While Henry James has long been celebrated as the father of psychological realism, his 

exploration of class mobility and transnational movement reveals troubling patterns that 

anticipate contemporary debates about cultural gentrification and cyclical abuse within social 

hierarchies. James's fascination with the complex relationship between men and women, 

coupled with his meticulous attention to social class dynamics, illuminates how money and 

heritage function not merely as emancipating tools for women, but as instruments of cultural 

displacement that perpetuate systems of exclusion. One can almost affirm that his heroines are 
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tragic as they are entangled in a social determinism that acts like a glass ceiling they will 

never be able to break. 

Contemporary Henry James scholarship has increasingly diversified its methodological 

approaches, moving beyond traditional formalist readings to embrace interdisciplinary 

frameworks that illuminate previously unexplored dimensions of his work. Recent studies 

demonstrate this methodological expansion through investigations into neuroscience, as 

exemplified by Armstrong's (2024) examination of cognitive temporal mechanics in "Henry 

James and the 'Laboratory Brain': The Neuroscience of Cognitive Time-Travel," and through 

queer theoretical approaches, such as Fisher's (2024) analysis of homoerotic subtext in "John 

Singer Sargent's Portraits of Henry James as Windows into a Suppressed Queer Friendship." 

While these innovative approaches have enriched my understanding of James's psychological 

complexity and biographical contexts, they have also created space for more critical 

interrogations of his ostensibly progressive politics. Recent scholarship has begun to 

interrogate the problematic dimensions of James's seemingly progressive narratives of female 

liberation. Critics have noted that James "seems to neglect 'flesh and blood' problems in order 

to focus on the neurotic anxieties of over-privileged, self-absorbed characters," yet this 

criticism fails to recognize how these "over-privileged" protagonists participate in what 

contemporary urban theorists identify as cultural displacement. 

The notion of emancipation through financial ease, which enables James's characters to 

transform their social and cultural positioning, reveals a more sinister dynamic: the 

perpetuation of heritage-based exclusion through what can be understood as literary 

gentrification. When James's American characters migrate to Europe, they engage in a process 

that mirrors the negative effects scholars identify in urban gentrification, where affluent 

newcomers displace existing communities through physical and cultural transformation that 

erases local traditions. This migration is accompanied not merely by cultural adaptation, but 

by systematic appropriation of European aristocratic traditions while simultaneously rejecting 

their American origins. 

The linguistic modulations that James employs—his refined prose capturing subtle 

psychological nuances—can be read as complicity in cultural gatekeeping rather than mere 

technical mastery. This pattern establishes what can be understood as a cycle of abuse: having 

been excluded from elite European circles, James's newly mobile Americans reproduce the 

same exclusionary mechanisms that once marginalized them, but now directed toward those 

they left behind in America and the working-class Europeans they displace through their 

cultural colonization. 

In this paper, I examine the concept of  gentrification  that acts like delusional factor and 

would engender cycle of abuse and symbolic violence in three Henry James's novels: 

Washington Square (1880), The Portrait of a Lady (1881), and The Wings of the Dove (1902). 

The aim is  to explain much of the unspeakable and the unsaid. Each character seems to have 

ulterior motives masked by social varnish and an incommensurable survival game that begins 

with heritage and ends in destruction. Rather than unleashing prosperity and self-

actualization, this heritage drags the heroines into a turmoil of frailty and doubt. 
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Heritage appears neutral but carries deep ideological weight. The couples that form on the 

basis of heritage and profit display a catalogue of frustrations, battles, and final confrontations 

that transform the heroines and their destiny. In the middle of this process, a cycle of abuse 

takes place, revealing the scope of desolation within the female characters and the ways they 

attempt to extirpate themselves from the spiral of what I term "dull violence." 

2. Problematic 

How does money and inherited narratives about financially independent women create cycles 

of abuse in relationships? Cultural inheritance begins when society passes down narratives 

celebrating women who gain power through money and inheritance. These stories create a 

false promise by suggesting that financial independence automatically equals freedom from 

male control. When couples form relationships, partners enter, in the relationship,  believing 

that economic equality will prevent abuse from occurring. 

However, this financial independence actually masks subtle forms of domestic violence that 

develop within the partnership. As the relationship progresses, dull violence emerges through 

emotional, psychological, and symbolic abuse that becomes normalized within these 

economically "equal" partnerships. The cycle perpetuates itself because the couple remains 

trapped, unable to recognize the abuse since it doesn't match their inherited narratives of 

obvious oppression. Money becomes a curse and builds invisible walls around the female 

characters who are presented as social-climbers. Heritage reinforcement occurs as these 

seemingly "successful" relationships become new cultural models, passing the cycle to the 

next generation. This creates a vicious circle where heritage leads to false security, which 

enables muted violence – preserving the cycle and reinforcing the original cultural patterns 

that started the process. 

James's female characters exist within the constraints of late 19th-century social expectations, 

yet they attempt to challenge these boundaries in complex ways. The problematic nature lies 

in how James simultaneously gives these women agency while embedding them in patriarchal 

structures. Characters like Isabel Archer or Daisy Miller make choices, but within severely 

limited options. 

The angle I have chosen to examine is how violence becomes normalized and perpetuated 

across generations or within systems. The vicious circle suggests both the cyclical nature of 

abuse and its self-reinforcing mechanisms. "Dull violence" refers to how abuse becomes 

rationalized as normal, acceptable, or even beneficial. The problematic aspects include how 

victims (the female characters) can become perpetrators, how institutional structures enable 

continued abuse, and how societal responses often perpetuate rather than break these cycles.  

2. Sociohistorical Context: Gentrification 

New York in the early 20th century witnessed gentrification and illustrated the clash between 

"Old Money" and "New Money" (found in Bourdieu's Distinction: A Social Critique of the 

Judgement of Taste, 1984). The local aristocracy struggled to accept "les nouveaux riches," 

resulting in latent, then open tension revolving around prestige, legitimacy, and gentry. The 

main conflict lies in "cultural reproduction"—the intergenerational transmission of class 

advantages without economic efforts. The latter is illustrated in the selected Henry James’ 

novels. 
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Both Edith Wharton and Henry James portrayed the gentrification of the blossoming middle 

class. The urban transformation of New York, the massive arrival of immigrants, workers, and 

the birth of a steady middle class redefined the notions of wealth and class. Beyond personal 

income, the notion of class gradually incorporated Victorian morals and lifestyle. Coined by 

Glass (1964), the concept of gentrification describes the urban transformations of working-

class districts during and after the settlement of middle-class populations. The demographics 

in the newly established environments not only changed the space but also introduced new 

consumption behaviors, lifestyles, and social habits. 

This condition defines Henry James's female characters: Catherine Sloper (Washington 

Square),  Isabel Archer (The Portrait of a Lady), and Milly Theale (The Wings of the Dove)—

three women entangled in a blur of patriarchal order, societal expectations, and their desire for 

emancipation. James excelled in the craft of sketching a complex tableau of social ascension 

with all the innermost desolation of these characters. Over two decades, James recorded the 

wavering of the Gilded Age and the advent of the Twentieth Century with the "Women 

Question" running through it. 

Despite their differences, the three women share the common experience of their individual 

goals colliding with identity and role assignments. The concept of gentrification can be 

applied to lifestyle, as scholars have increasingly examined this broader application beyond 

just neighborhood change. Lifestyle gentrification refers to the process where certain ways of 

living, cultural practices, or lifestyle choices become commodified, sanitized, and made 

accessible to more affluent consumers, often displacing or marginalizing the original 

communities or subcultures that created them. Henry James's heroines exemplify how new 

money transforms intimate relationships into strategic calculations, prefiguring contemporary 

intimacy gentrification. Characters like Isabel Archer, Milly Theale, and Catherine Sloper 

possess or inherit substantial American fortunes that fundamentally alter how others approach 

them romantically, turning courtship into commodity exchange where their wealth becomes 

the primary attraction. 

 

Heritage          Gentrification              Illusion of emancipation 

 

Their money creates complex power dynamics—Isabel's inheritance makes her vulnerable to 

Gilbert Osmond's manipulation, Milly's fortune attracts Kate Croy's conspiracy, while 

Catherine's expected inheritance draws Morris Townsend's calculating courtship despite her 

father's suspicions. The heroines must constantly decode whether affection stems from 

genuine connection or financial interest, creating psychological isolation where authentic 

intimacy becomes nearly impossible to achieve. 

 

3. Literature Review 

 

Henry James studies have evolved significantly from the 1980s to the present day. Academic 

research and criticism have moved from traditional studies of characters and themes to more 
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sophisticated insights into gender, race, and class. Alfred Habegger's study Henry James and 

the Woman Business (1989) approached James's oeuvre from a new historicist lens and 

highlighted the late 19th-century feminine condition. Priscilla L. Walton's The Disruption of 

the Feminine in Henry James (1992) contends that in James's texts, the representations of 

women foreground their limitations through toxic masculinity that affects both the female 

characters and their narrative evolution.  

Contemporary studies continue to explore James's complex relationship with feminism, 

examining his portrayals of the "New Woman" figure and analyzing how his female 

characters oscillate between agency and constraint. James sensed that the turn of the century 

would unfold unprecedented challenges for women and was clairvoyant enough to anticipate 

the sexual revolutions to come. 

More recent works have directed attention to original and contemporary themes in James's 

fiction. For example, Despotopoulou's (2018) "Monuments of an artless age: Hotels and 

women's mobility in the work of Henry James" examines how James's fictional hotels 

function as transitional spaces that both enable and constrain women's mobility and self-

invention. James's heroines experience the contradictory forces of the "hotel-spirit"—

simultaneously experiencing the possibilities of cosmopolitan freedom and the limitations of 

commercialized, standardized social spaces.Furthermore, Hinton (1999) argues that Henry 

James's preface to The Portrait of a Lady exposes the sadomasochistic power dynamics 

hidden within sympathetic literary portrayals of women. The preface functions as James's 

self-critique, revealing how authorial "sympathy" for female characters actually masks 

voyeuristic control and objectification. 

Nevertheless, there remains a theoretical gap regarding the question of gentrification in the 

socio-historical context in which James's characters were evolving. It is not the architectural 

or urban changes that constitute the heart of the matter, but rather how social and societal 

values changed. James's novels portrayed mundanities, social circles, manners, etiquettes, and 

reputation in relation to the conflict between Old Money and New Money. Within this 

environment, one can observe the pettiness of the bourgeoisie.Another important gap is the 

question of the cycle of abuse. Is it possible to think of James's heroines as victims of 

"domestic" violence? Though no direct physical violence is portrayed in the three novels, 

there is a persistent undertone of brutality and abuse whose victims are the female heroines. 

. 

4. Conceptualizing Violence and Intimacy: A Critical Framework for Literary 

Analysis 

4.1 Three Novels, One Vision of Dull Violence 

These three Henry James novels from the late Victorian and Edwardian periods (1880s-

1900s) emerge during a transformative era when American industrial wealth was reshaping 

transatlantic social dynamics. James captures a moment when old aristocratic values collided 

with modern democratic ideals, particularly examining how new money creates conditions for 

subtle but devastating psychological violence. 
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Across The Portrait of a Lady (1881), Washington Square (1880), and The Wings of the Dove 

(1902), James presents a unified vision of how European sophistication and American wealth 

combine to create toxic environments where authentic human connection becomes nearly 

impossible. The dull violence in these works operates through systematic manipulation, 

emotional withholding, and the commodification of human relationships. Unlike physical 

brutality, this violence masquerades as refinement, paternal concern, or romantic devotion 

while systematically destroying the heroines' capacity for genuine intimacy. 

Gilbert Osmond's aesthetic tyranny, Dr. Sloper's medical authority, and Kate Croy's 

calculated deception all represent different faces of the same phenomenon—the use of 

cultural capital and social positioning to exploit vulnerable individuals for economic gain. 

Each novel explores how innocence—whether Isabel's idealism, Catherine's trust, or Milly's 

generous spirit—becomes a liability when confronted with calculated social machination. 

The heroines' responses reveal the insidious nature of this violence: they often internalize 

blame and accept their exploitation as inevitable. Their climactic moments of recognition—

Isabel's midnight vigil realizing Osmond's control, Catherine's final rejection of Morris, and 

Milly's heartbroken discovery of the conspiracy—represent awakenings that come too late to 

prevent psychological damage. 

4.2 Neurosis: Women on the Verge of Breakdown 

Lacan's assertion that "the couple is the encounter of two neuroses" reflects his structural 

understanding of human subjectivity and desire. In his view, neurosis is not pathological but 

rather the fundamental condition of being human within the symbolic order. Every subject is 

constituted through lack and operates within neurotic structures as they navigate desire and 

the Other. When two individuals form a couple, they bring their respective neurotic 

organizations—their particular ways of managing anxiety, desire, and the fundamental 

impossibility of complete satisfaction. The encounter becomes a complex negotiation between 

two systems of defense, fantasy, and symptom formation. Each partner's neurosis both 

complements and conflicts with the other's, creating the dynamic tensions that characterize 

intimate relationships. 

This perspective suggests that successful coupling involves not the elimination of neurosis but 

rather finding compatible neurotic structures that can coexist. The couple thus becomes a 

space where two unconscious formations meet, clash, and potentially find some form of 

working arrangement. 

4.3 Cycles of Abuse 

The cycle of abuse is a social cycle theory developed in 1979 by Lenore E. Walker to explain 

the purgatory endured by women victims of domestic violence. The cycle operates through 

four recurring phases: the tension-building phase where stress and minor conflicts 

accumulate, the acute abuse incident where violence or harm occurs, the reconciliation phase 

where the abuser apologizes and promises change, and the calm or "honeymoon" phase where 

temporary peace exists before the cycle repeats. 
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Figure 1: The cycle of Abuse 

Source: Source: https://knowledgeforgrowth.wordpress.com/2011/02/07/spousal-abuse-why-

does-she-keep-going-back/ 

 

This cycle is deeply intertwined with symbolic violence related to gender, as patriarchal 

structures normalize male dominance and female subordination through cultural narratives 

that frame women as naturally submissive or responsible for maintaining relationships. 

Gender-based symbolic violence operates by making power imbalances appear natural and 

inevitable, where women internalize beliefs about their own inferiority or blame themselves 

for abuse. 

The cycle perpetuates because symbolic violence has already conditioned both parties to 

accept gendered hierarchies as normal, making it harder for victims to recognize abuse as 

unacceptable rather than their expected role. Cultural myths about romance, sacrifice, and 

women's duty to "fix" relationships become tools that trap victims in the cycle, as they've 

been socialized to view their suffering as evidence of love or personal failure rather than 

systematic oppression. 

4.4 Symbolic Violence 

Pierre Bourdieu conceptualizes symbolic violence as the imposition of dominant cultural 

meanings and practices that legitimize existing power relations while remaining largely 

invisible to both dominators and dominated. This form of violence operates through the 

misrecognition of arbitrary cultural constructs as natural or legitimate, thereby securing the 

consent of the dominated to their own domination. Symbolic violence is particularly evident 

in educational systems, where the cultural capital of dominant classes is presented as 

universal knowledge, effectively reproducing class distinctions while appearing meritocratic. 

Unlike physical violence, symbolic violence requires the complicity of those who suffer from 

https://knowledgeforgrowth.wordpress.com/2011/02/07/spousal-abuse-why-does-she-keep-going-back/
https://knowledgeforgrowth.wordpress.com/2011/02/07/spousal-abuse-why-does-she-keep-going-back/
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it, as they unconsciously accept the very categories of perception and appreciation that render 

their subordination acceptable. 

In Henry James's novels, symbolic violence manifests powerfully in how his heroines are 

systematically conditioned to view their own subjugation as moral duty, aesthetic necessity, 

or social obligation. The insidious nature of symbolic violence lies in its ability to make 

victims complicit in their own oppression—Isabel Archer returns to her abusive marriage not 

because she is physically forced, but because she has internalized notions of wifely duty and 

social propriety that make escape seem morally impossible. In the three narratives, no 

frontal/physical violence is depicted. Instead, an insidious set of toxic relationships is 

portrayed. The male characters (father, lover, and husband) define the countours of 

womanhood and do not allow the female characters to go out of the circle. 

 

4.5. The Perpetrators and Their Methods 

Gilbert Osmond in The Portrait of a Lady performs violence through aesthetic tyranny and 

emotional imprisonment, systematically crushing Isabel's spirit by treating her as an object in 

his refined collection rather than a person with agency. His violence is cultural and 

psychological—he uses her idealism against her, creating a prison of social propriety and 

artistic pretension. 

Kate Croy and Merton Densher in The Wings of the Dove commit violence through deception 

and exploitation, coldly manipulating Milly's generous nature and terminal illness for 

financial gain, treating her dying body as a means to their economic ends. 

Dr. Sloper in Washington Square inflicts violence through emotional cruelty and paternal 

tyranny, systematically destroying Catherine's confidence and isolating her from love, using 

his medical authority and social position to pathologize her desires and humiliate her romantic 

aspirations. 

 

Table N°01: Perpetrators and Their Methods of Violence 

 

Novel Perpetrator(s) Method of Violence Tools Used 

Washington 

Square (1880) 

Dr. Sloper Paternal tyranny, 

emotional cruelty 

Medical authority, 

systematic humiliation, 

isolation from love 

Portrait of a 

Lady (1881) 

Gilbert Osmond Aesthetic tyranny, 

emotional 

imprisonment 

Cultural refinement, social 

propriety, treating Isabel as 

art object 

Wings of the 

Dove (1902) 

Kate Croy & 

Merton Densher 

Deception and 

exploitation 

Conspiracy, manipulating 

terminal illness for money 
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4.6. The Heroines’ Responses 

The heroines react with characteristic Jamesian complexity—they often internalize the 

violence and blame themselves rather than recognizing the abuse. Isabel remains trapped in 

her marriage, convinced she must honor her commitment despite Osmond's cruelty. Milly 

maintains her generous spirit even while being deceived, dying without fully grasping the 

conspiracy around her. Catherine withdraws into spinsterhood, her capacity for love 

permanently damaged by her father's manipulation and Morris's betrayal. 

None of the heroines truly succeed in breaking the cycle of abuse. Isabel returns to Rome and 

her loveless marriage, choosing duty over freedom. Catherine rejects Morris when he returns 

years later, but this represents withdrawal rather than liberation—she remains psychologically 

imprisoned by her father's legacy. Milly dies before she can escape, though her posthumous 

generosity through her will could be seen as a form of moral victory. 

 

Table N°02: Heroines' Responses and Outcomes 

 

Heroine Reaction to Violence Final Choice Success in Breaking Cycle 

Catherine 

Sloper 

Withdraws, loses 

capacity for love 

Rejects Morris but 

remains isolated 

No - psychological 

imprisonment continues 

Isabel 

Archer 

Internalizes blame, 

accepts duty 

Returns to loveless 

marriage 

No - remains trapped 

Milly  

Theale 

Maintains generosity 

despite deception 

Dies without full 

awareness 

Partial - posthumous moral 

victory through will 

 

4.7. Common Patterns Across Characters 

James's exploration of gender dynamics reveals recurring male archetypes that embody 

different forms of patriarchal control. The controlling husbands and fathers, exemplified by 

Osmond and Dr. Sloper, wield direct patriarchal dominance through institutional authority, 

while persistent suitors like Goodwood and Townsend represent masculine pursuit that 

systematically ignores female agency and choice. 

More subtly dangerous are the well-meaning manipulators such as Ralph Touchett, whose 

benevolent paternalism creates constraints disguised as liberation, and the weak conspirators 

like Densher, whose moral passivity enables others to orchestrate manipulation. Against these 

varied forms of masculine authority, James's female protagonists develop sophisticated 

resistance strategies that evolve throughout their narratives. 

Their growing awareness allows them to recognize the subtle mechanisms of manipulation 

and constraint operating around them, while their emerging moral superiority demonstrates 

how ethical strength can develop through suffering and opposition. Many employ strategic 

resistance, using their intelligence and psychological insight to counter male authority, though 

this often leads to costly independence where freedom must be purchased through significant 

personal sacrifice or social isolation. 
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4.8. Women in Control 

Isabel Archer reaches the edge of introspection to discover who she truly is. In search of love, 

she becomes trapped in the belief that her newly gained money would emancipate her from 

patriarchy. In her delusion, she fails to recognize the greed she sparks in the Machiavellian 

couple. Nevertheless, her belated awakening provides her with clear empowerment and a 

profound consciousness of her condition. Isabel succeeds in operating a shift from an object 

of desire to an active performative agent in control of her destiny. 

Catherine Sloper begins as a timid, self-doubting young woman completely dominated by her 

cruel, manipulative father. She falls in love with the charming Morris Townsend, who courts 

her for her inheritance, causing conflict with her father. Through this painful experience, she 

gradually develops inner strength and learns to see through both men's deceptions. By the 

story's end, she has evolved into an independent woman who rejects Morris when he returns 

years later, having grown beyond needing either man's approval. 

Milly Theale begins as a wealthy but fatally ill American heiress who arrives in London with 

immense fortune but declining health. She becomes entangled in a complex web involving 

Kate Croy and Merton Densher, initially unaware that they are lovers plotting to exploit her 

wealth. As she falls genuinely in love with Densher, she gradually becomes aware of the 

deception surrounding her, yet responds with remarkable grace and generosity. Even while 

dying, she chooses to leave Densher money in her will, transforming what began as a 

mercenary scheme into a profound moral test. 

Looking at these three Henry James heroines, I'd argue that Catherine Sloper achieves the 

most successful form of self-actualization and psychological liberation, though through a 

distinctly different trajectory than one might initially anticipate. 

Catherine Sloper from "Washington Square" attains the most authentic agency and 

emancipation from false consciousness because she ultimately develops critical insight into 

her circumstances and exercises genuine autonomous choice. By the novel's conclusion, she 

penetrates the deceptive appearances that govern both her father's psychological cruelty and 

Morris Townsend's mercenary calculations. When Morris returns years later, she rejects 

him—not from resentment, but from a position of hard-earned self-knowledge and epistemic 

clarity. Her choice of spinsterhood represents not resignation but a deliberate rejection of 

patriarchal structures and romantic ideologies that previously constrained her. Her "liberation" 

operates on psychological and moral rather than merely social or geographic registers. 

Isabel Archer appears to achieve social mobility and cultural emancipation through her 

inheritance and European sojourn, but she becomes increasingly reified by her own idealistic 

misrecognitions and flawed judgment. Her marriage to Osmond constitutes what we might 

call a form of aesthetic imprisonment—a refined but totalizing system of domination. While 

she attains moral consciousness, her decision to return to this restrictive situation prioritizes 

ethical duty over personal freedom. 

Milly Theale's trajectory is the most tragically circumscribed. Though she achieves a form of 

moral transcendence through her magnanimous response to Kate and Densher's betrayal, and 

her legacy effects a spiritual transformation in Densher, she cannot achieve any meaningful 
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worldly agency—her premature death forecloses all possibilities for social integration or 

personal fulfillment. 

Catherine's quiet triumph lies in her refusal of victimization and her resistance to both 

romantic ideology and patriarchal authority. Among James's frequently socially determined 

protagonists, this represents a relatively successful negotiation of autonomy within 

constraining structures. 

5. Contemporary Relevance and Criticism 

James's analysis of how financial independence fails to protect women from intimate violence 

remains strikingly relevant in contemporary discussions of economic equality and gender-

based abuse. Modern research on intimate partner violence reveals that economic resources, 

while important, do not automatically prevent psychological or emotional abuse within 

relationships. 

The concept of "financial abuse" has gained recognition as a distinct form of domestic 

violence, where abusers control victims through economic manipulation—precisely what 

James illustrated through characters like Gilbert Osmond, who uses Isabel's money to fund 

her own imprisonment. Contemporary feminist economists note that women's increased 

financial independence has not eliminated gender-based violence but has often led to more 

sophisticated forms of control and manipulation. 

James's portrayal of "dull violence"—the normalized, everyday forms of gendered harm that 

become invisible because they're embedded within seemingly civilized interactions—

anticipates current discussions about micro-aggressions, gaslighting, and emotional abuse. His 

heroines' struggles to identify and name their experiences of systematic undermining parallel 

contemporary women's challenges in recognizing psychological abuse that doesn't conform to 

stereotypical patterns of physical violence. 

However, the method and findings of this analysis face several important limitations. First, 

applying contemporary trauma theory retroactively to 19th-century literature risks 

anachronism—projecting modern psychological concepts onto texts that emerged from 

different cultural contexts. Second, the focus on cycles of abuse may inadvertently 

pathologize James's heroines, reducing complex literary characters to case studies of 

victimization. 

Third, the gentrification framework, while illuminating, may overstate the economic 

determinism in James's work and undervalue his attention to psychological interiority and 

moral complexity. Finally, the analysis's emphasis on systematic patterns of oppression may 

not fully account for the agency and resistance that James's heroines do manage to exercise 

within their constraints. 

6. Conclusion 

The tragic trajectories of Catherine Sloper, Isabel Archer, and Milly Theale illuminate Henry 

James's profound critique of the paradoxical relationship between wealth and female 

autonomy in the Gilded Age. Rather than serving as instruments of liberation, their 

inheritances become the very mechanisms of their cultural and psychological gentrification—
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transforming them into commodified objects within a marketplace of social and romantic 

exchange. 

Each heroine's substantial fortune, initially promising freedom from conventional constraints, 

ultimately subjects her to more sophisticated forms of patriarchal control and exploitation. 

The cycle of abuse that ensnares these women operates through what I have termed "dull 

violence"—the grinding, systematic erosion of agency through seemingly civilized means. 

Catherine faces her father's calculated psychological manipulation disguised as paternal 

protection; Isabel encounters Gilbert Osmond's aesthetic tyranny masquerading as cultivation; 

Milly endures the predatory machinations of those who would exploit her mortality and 

wealth under the guise of friendship and love. This violence is particularly insidious because 

it operates through the very cultural refinements their money is supposed to afford them—

education, social position, and access to sophisticated society become the instruments of their 

subjugation. 

Most tellingly, each woman's failure to sustain meaningful romantic partnerships stems not 

from personal inadequacy but from their inability to navigate relationships where their wealth 

fundamentally alters the dynamic of genuine connection. Their money creates an 

insurmountable barrier to authentic intimacy, attracting fortune hunters while simultaneously 

making it impossible to distinguish genuine affection from mercenary calculation. 

Catherine retreats into spinsterhood after Morris Townsend's betrayal; Isabel remains trapped 

in a loveless marriage that transforms her inheritance into the funding for her own 

imprisonment; Milly dies before she can fully understand how her wealth has corrupted even 

the possibility of love. In their collective failure to break free from these patterns, James's 

heroines reveal the cruel irony of female financial independence in a society that has not 

fundamentally altered its patriarchal structures. 

Their money, rather than providing the means to transcend traditional limitations, simply 

elevates them to a more rarefied sphere of exploitation. The cycle of abuse continues, refined 

and polished but unbroken, suggesting that true emancipation requires not merely economic 

resources but a fundamental transformation of the cultural systems that determine women's 

value and agency. 

Through these portraits, James demonstrates that in a society where women remain objects 

rather than subjects, even vast wealth cannot purchase genuine freedom—it can only purchase 

a more elegant form of captivity. His prescient analysis of how economic independence 

interacts with gendered violence continues to resonate in contemporary discussions of 

intimate partner abuse, revealing the enduring relevance of his psychological realism for 

understanding the complex dynamics of power, money, and intimacy in modern relationships. 

 

Bibliography 

 

1. Annenberg Learner, 2019 October 22, Henry James (1843-1916), American 

Passages: A Literary Survey. [https://www.learner.org/series/american-passages-a-

literary-survey/social-realism/henry-james-1843-1916/] 



The Inheritance of Harm: Cycles of Abuse in Henry James's Heroines  
 

340 
 

2. Armstrong, P. B, 2024, «Henry James and the "laboratory brain": The neuroscience 

of cognitive time-travel», «The Henry James Review», 45(3), 206-223. Available 

on : [https://doi.org/10.1353/hjr.2024.a941309]  

3. Bourdieu, P, 1986, The forms of capital, In J. Richardson (Ed.), Handbook of theory 

and research for the sociology of education (pp. 241-258). Greenwood. 

4. Bourdieu, P, 1991, Language and symbolic power, Harvard University Press. 

5. Bourdieu, P, 2001, Masculine domination, Stanford University Press. 

6. Bourdieu, P., & Passeron, J.-C, 1977, Reproduction in education, society and 

culture, Sage Publications. 

7. Davis, B., et al, 2023, «Conceptualizing gentrification-induced social and cultural 

displacement and place identity among longstanding Black residents», Journal of 

Urban Affairs, 45(4), 661-681. [https://doi.org/10.1177/00219347231166097]  

8. Despotopoulou, A, 2018, «Monuments of an artless age: Hotels and women's mobility 

in the work of Henry James», Studies in the Novel, 50(4), 501-522. 

[https://doi.org/10.1353/sdn.2018.0040]  

9. Fisher, P, 2024, «John Singer Sargent's portraits of Henry James as windows into a 

suppressed queer friendship», The Henry James Review, 45(3), 274-283. 

[https://doi.org/10.1353/hjr.2024.a941314]  

10. Glass, R, 1964, London: Aspects of change, MacGibbon & Kee. 

11. Habegger, A, 1989, Henry James and the 'woman business', Cambridge University 

Press. 

12. Hinton, L, 1999, «Giving Isabel an "ado" (adieu): Sympathy and sadomasochism in 

Henry James's preface to the portrait of a lady», Women's Studies: An Inter-

disciplinary Journal, 28(3), 303-333. 

[https://doi.org/10.1080/00497878.1999.9979262]  

13. James, H, 1880, Washington Square, Harper & Brothers. 

14. James, H, 1881, The portrait of a lady, Macmillan. 

15. James, H, 1902, The wings of the dove, Charles Scribner's Sons. 

16. Lacan, J, 1998, The seminar of Jacques Lacan Book XI: The four fundamental 

concepts of psychoanalysis (A. Sheridan, Trans.), Norton. (Original work 

published 1973) 

17. Walker, L. E, 1979, The battered woman, Harper & Row. 

18. Walton, P. L, 1992, The disruption of the feminine in Henry James, University of 

Toronto Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1353/hjr.2024.a941309
https://doi.org/10.1177/00219347231166097
https://doi.org/10.1353/sdn.2018.0040
https://doi.org/10.1353/hjr.2024.a941314
https://doi.org/10.1080/00497878.1999.9979262

