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In Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s verse-novel, Aurora Leigh, Aurora and Romney differ vastly in their ideals of 

gender and marriage.  Romney’s character is practical, and this translates to the sorts of choices he makes 

regarding relationships and his choice in proposing to Aurora.  His view on marriage is reflective of 

Wollstonecraft’s view, in which marriage should not be based on love (lust, according to Wollstonecraft), but 

rather, a friendship.  According to Romney, women are ―the complement of his sex‖ (51, lines 435-36); they are 

primarily concerned with domestic pursuits but lack the intellectual capacity for a vocation such as poetry.  He 

does not view women as a gender that can stand alone, that can bear responsibilities and are capable of intellectual 

pursuits—women, to him, are simply men’s companion, meant to accompany him, follow him, and remain loyal 

to him, as he pursues his own vocation.  Of course, this does not quite sit well with Aurora, who has her own 

vocation that she wishes to pursue independently.   

Nonetheless, because Romney has such a practical mindset, he views a marriage with Aurora as something 

beneficial and symbiotic.  Aurora and Romney are on good terms; they share a friendship. To Romney, this sort of 

relationship is sufficient for a wife.  A wife is meant for companionship, but not necessarily romance.  Romney 

asks for ―life in fellowship / Through bitter duties – that, I know she can; / For wifehood‖ (49, lines 354-56).  

Like Wollstonecraft’s view, in which a marriage is more concerned with familial duties, with raising the children 

correctly in order to influence society (rather than being preoccupied with lustful desire), Romney’s marriage 

would be carried out in order to help society, but not necessarily due to romantic feelings for Aurora.  What 

Romney wishes from Aurora, as a wife, is to be assisted and accompanied in his vocation.  ―Hand in hand we’ll go 

where yours shall touch / These victims, one by one! till, one by one, / The formless, nameless trunk of every 

man / Shall seem to wear a head with hair you know‖(50, lines 386-89).   

However, basing a marriage on simply friendship and other practical reasons is not enough for Aurora; her view 

on marriage is more in line with Jane Austen’s.  Aurora has developed an optimistic outlook, unlike Romney, 

whose very pragmatic personality has in turn caused him to treat his relationships with practicality as well.  Aurora 

understands love; she has developed a love for poetry, and although she primarily wants to pursue her life as a 

poet, if she were to marry, it would only be appropriate if she truly loved the person and if he loved her in return.   

Moreover, because Aurora understands love, and because her mindset is not as pragmatic as Romney’s, she is able 

to discern that what Romney really wants from her is not a marriage, but rather, he wants to put her to use; ―he 

rather stooped to take [her] up for certain uses which he found to do / For something called a wife‖ (55, lines 573-

75).  She is not in love with Romney, nor is he in love with her.  Aurora’s decision to reject Romney is based on 

her criteria for a marriage (and consequently, happiness) which is parallel to Austen’s criteria—it must be at the 

right time, toward the right people, for the right reason, and in the right manner.  Romney does not truly love 

Aurora, he does not truly want a wife but rather, a ―sister of charity‖ (51, lines 17), to assist him in his vocation 

(thus restricting Aurora from pursuing hers) and therefore, their marriage would not be for the right ends.   
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