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Abstract: The research analyzes how Robert Browning presents two conflicting views of 

women in his poetry while exploring the ongoing struggle between raising women to idol status 

and reducing them to things. Through his role as a notable Victorian poet Robert Browning 

expresses female characters by having male narrators speak which exposes intricate power 

relationships alongside gender stereotypes while revealing mental complexity. Through 

analysis of his important poems including My Last Duchess and Porphyria’s Lover and The 

Laboratory the author demonstrates women are portrayed as treasured muses alongside passive 

objects as well as mysterious figures even though men continuously reduce them into physical 

objects of their conquest. The study demonstrates Browning's dual approach to representing 

women within Victorian society which both accedes to and criticizes patriarchal standards of 

female behavior. Female characters display two clear modes of response to their objectification: 

some women experience total suppression through submission and others use silence along 

with hidden meanings or painful results to oppose their reduction. Through a feminist analysis 

of historical literature, the research demonstrates how Browning employs male speakers for 

both feminine characterization and revealing gender-related visual and behavioral boundaries. 

The research examines how Browning creates poetic ambivalence through his depiction of 

women because feminine objects simultaneously show admiration and subjugation which 

makes readers reflect on societal power structures. 
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1.Introduction 

Robert Browning, a defining voice of Victorian poetry, is celebrated for his dramatic 

monologues and psychological depth. While his male narrators often dominate the poetic stage, 

his female characters—frequently spoken of but rarely speaking—form the emotional and 

moral core of many of his works. These women are presented through a male lens that 

alternately idolizes, romanticizes, or reduces them to objects of control or violence. This article 

examines how Browning portrays women at the intersection of idealization and 

objectification, offering a nuanced commentary on the gender norms of his time. 

Robert Browning, a master of the dramatic monologue, presents a fascinatingly complex and 

often contradictory view of women in his poetry. Far from offering simple portrayals, his work 

navigates the intricate terrain between idealization – the elevation of women to paragons of 

virtue, beauty, and inspiration – and objectification – the reduction of women to mere 

possessions, aesthetic objects, or instruments of male desire. Examining his diverse cast of 

female characters reveals a nuanced exploration of Victorian societal attitudes and the inner 

workings of the male psyche.    

One prominent aspect of Browning's portrayal of women is idealization. In poems like "Pippa 

Passes," we encounter characters who, through their perceived innocence and unintentional 

influence, inspire positive change in the lives of others. Pippa, the young silk-winder, becomes 

a symbol of purity and a catalyst for moral reflection, embodying a somewhat ethereal and 

idealized feminine spirit. Similarly, some of his love poems, while often imbued with dramatic 

tension, can initially present the beloved as an almost unattainable ideal, a source of profound 

inspiration and artistic muse.    

However, this idealization often exists in close proximity to, and sometimes even morphs into, 

objectification. Browning's dramatic monologues frequently expose the possessive and 

controlling tendencies of male speakers. In "My Last Duchess," the Duke's chilling account of 

his former wife reveals a man who valued her beauty and outward expressions of joy only 

insofar as they reflected his own status and power. Her failure to remain a passive object of his 

admiration ultimately leads to her demise. The poem starkly illustrates how idealization, when 

rooted in ego and a desire for control, can easily transform into the ultimate objectification – 

the erasure of the woman's individual will and even her life 

2. Idealization of Women in Browning’s Poetic World 
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Idealization in Browning’s poetry often manifests through beauty, purity, or romantic 

martyrdom. Women are presented as ethereal beings—symbols of love, inspiration, and 

devotion. In poems like Porphyria’s Lover, the woman is the embodiment of affection and 

surrender, appearing angelic and willing. Her mere presence transforms the chaotic 

atmosphere, offering warmth and peace to the speaker. The speaker’s perception of her is 

almost sacred—until he kills her in an effort to preserve the perfection of the moment. 

In Evelyn Hope, Browning idealizes a dead girl, constructing an entire narrative of future love 

and spiritual union. She is portrayed not as a person with agency but as a symbol of purity and 

the speaker’s emotional projection. These portrayals reflect Victorian ideals of femininity—

passive, gentle, and emotionally profound—but lack acknowledgment of a woman’s 

individuality or autonomy. 

3. Objectification and the Power Dynamic 

While idealization appears tender, it often coexists with a disturbing undercurrent of 

objectification and control. This is especially evident in My Last Duchess, where the Duke’s 

admiration for his wife’s beauty turns into obsessive possession. Her smile—freely given—

becomes an affront to his pride. In response, he "gave commands; then all smiles stopped 

together," a chilling revelation of how the female image, once idealized, is violently suppressed 

when it no longer conforms to patriarchal expectations. 

Here, Browning critiques the commodification of women in aristocratic and patriarchal 

settings. The Duchess is literally a “portrait on the wall”—frozen, silenced, and available for 

male display and interpretation. The female figure transitions from muse to possession, 

underscoring the fragile boundary between admiration and erasure. 

3.1 Female Resistance and Ambiguity 

Though Browning’s women are often filtered through male speakers, there are hints of 

resistance, ambiguity, and complexity beneath their silence. In Porphyria’s Lover, for instance, 

the woman enters the cottage independently, braving the storm, and takes initiative in the 

relationship—suggesting strength and agency. Her silence after death invites the reader to 

question the narrator’s reliability and sanity, shifting focus onto the imbalance of power and 

voice. 
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Similarly, in The Laboratory, a rare example of a female speaker, the woman plots revenge 

against her rival through poison. She is not submissive but vengeful, passionate, and driven. 

Though morally ambiguous, this character breaks the mold of Victorian passivity and reflects 

the emotional depth and capacity for action in Browning’s female portraits. 

3.2 Browning’s Critique of Victorian Gender Norms 

Browning does not present women as purely victims or saints. Instead, his poems reflect the 

societal pressures that shape gender roles. He uses the male narrator to expose male 

insecurities, possessiveness, and societal obsessions with control and reputation. The dramatic 

monologue form allows Browning to maintain a critical distance—inviting readers to judge the 

speaker, and by extension, the norms he represents. 

In doing so, Browning offers a subtle yet powerful critique of Victorian patriarchy, where 

women are simultaneously exalted and silenced. His poetry captures the contradictions of an 

era where women were idealized in art and literature but often oppressed in reality. 

4. ANALYSIS 

 Through the discourse of Robert browning’s poems “Porphyria’s Lover” and “My Last 

Duchess” it has been observed that both poems are very similar to each other. Both poems are 

based on the feelings and behavior of men who were mentally disturbed because they feel 

insecure from women’s power. They had a strong relationship with a strong woman who, love 

their men, but their men ended the story by killing their women. They feel very happy after 

committing the murder. The most captivating similarity between the poems is that, the writer 

has given power to the male on the bases of gender. In these poems initially the women have 

the power, but men took this power by killing the women. The men used murder as a tool to 

get the power. In Prophyria’s Lover the man is distrustful. He has a lower social status than 

women. The man in this poem is behaving like an abnormal person as the storm is going on 

and he is sitting in his cottage without any heat. Through the discourse of this poem it has been 

observed that the man in this poem is feeling insecure because of women’s power.  So, he killed 

the woman to get the power. In My Last Duchess the main character of this poem is understated. 

The main character of this poem is Duke. He also killed his wife. The most interesting predictor 

of his madness is his tune and the way he describes. The way he reveals himself to the reader 

is very strange i.e. The marriage broker and his use of humility. He also has a problem with the 

behavior of his wife. He treats with his wife like an animal which seems cruel to the reader. 
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Both men and woman hold power, but there is a difference between the powers that they have. 

Power may be defined in different ways. He defined power in his poems in two ways. The first 

kind of power is of man, the ability to control over other. The Second kind of power is of a 

woman, is the ability and freedom to do what one wants to do which means that the women 

what wants? Is only freedom, not control over other. Only because of this they receive the 

sympathy of their readers Through the discourse of these poems it has been observed that 

Robert expressed his feelings through his writing. He is supporting his gender by giving the 

power on the bases of gender. No doubt, Robert has given power to the both genders. But, there 

are two types of power which have been found in his poems. The first power is found in the 

men. Who want to control others according to their desires. Men want to control the behavior 

of women as they are threatened and offended by it. Another type of power is related with the 

women. Through this power women can do anything what they want to do. They don’t want to 

control the behavior of their life partners. They just want to spend a free life. Both powers have 

its own significance because the power of both genders reflects the value of their character 

5. Conclusion 

Robert Browning’s poetry intricately balances the idealization and objectification of women, 

revealing not only the limitations of Victorian gender constructs but also the poet’s own 

awareness of their complexity. While some female figures appear passive and romanticized, 

others hint at independence, emotion, and rebellion. By presenting women through male voices 

yet inviting readers to see beyond them, Browning challenges us to question the nature of 

femininity, voice, and power in both art and society. 

His portrayals are not merely reflective of his time—they are explorations of the human psyche 

and the moral dilemmas of love, control, and identity. In doing so, Browning gives the feminine 

image enduring relevance, inviting fresh interpretation with every generation. 

References: 

1. Talairach-Vielmas, Laurence. "The Male Gaze and the Victorian Heroine: Robert 

Browning’s 'My Last Duchess'." Victorian Poetry, vol. 42, no. 3, 2004, pp. 267–286. 

2. Peterson, Linda H. “Browning and the Woman Question.” In The Cambridge 

Companion to Robert Browning, edited by DeVane and Woolford, Cambridge 

University Press, 2004, pp. 135–152. 



Journal for Educators, Teachers and Trainers JETT, Vol. 14 (4); ISSN: 1989-9572 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                          520 

3. Richardson, L.M. (2022). Field, Michael. In: Scholl, L., Morris, E. (eds) The Palgrave 

Encyclopedia of Victorian Women’s Writing. Palgrave Macmillan, Cham. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-78318-1_79 

4. Thain, Marion, and Ana Parejo Vadillo, eds. 2009. Michael Field, the poet: Published 

and manuscript materials. Peterborough: Broadview Press. 

5. Bristow, Joseph. 2007. Michael Field’s lyrical aestheticism: Underneath the Bough. 

In Michael Field and their world, ed. M.D. Stetz and C.A. Wilson, 49–59. High 

Wycombe: Rivendale Press. 

6. Armstrong, I. (1999). Msrepresentation. In: Armstrong, I., Blain, V. (eds) Women’s 

Poetry, Late Romantic to Late Victorian. Palgrave Macmillan, London. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-27021-7_1 

7. Amerian, M., & Esmaili, F. (2014). Language and gender: A critical discourse analysis 

on  gender representation in a series of international ELT textbooks. International 

Journal of Research Studies in Education, 4(2). 

8. Dieleman, Karen. 2007. Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Religious Poetics: 

Congregationalist Models of Hymnist and Preacher. Victorian Poetry 45: 135–57. 

9. Quirarte-Ruvalcaba, I. The Lady on the Sofa: Revisiting Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s 

Illness. Humanities 2024, 13, 94. https://doi.org/10.3390/h13040094 

10. Young, D. A. B. 1989. The Illnesses of Elizabeth Barrett Browning. BMJ: British 

Medical Journal 298: 439–43. 

11. KHAN, A. (2014). Critical Discourse Analysis Of William Blake’s Poem The Sick 

Rose. VFAST Transactions on Education and Social Sciences, 3(2).  

12.  Meyer, M., & Wodak, R. (2009). Critical discourse analysis: History, agenda, theory, 

and methodology. Methods of Critical Discourse Analysis, 1-33.  

13.  Saminsky, A. (2010). The Balance of Power Between Men and Women in Robert 

Browning's Poems. Student Pulse, 2(02).   

14. Amerian, M., & Esmaili, F. (2014). Language and gender: A critical discourse analysis 

on  gender representation in a series of international ELT textbooks. International 

Journal of Research Studies in Education, 4(2).  

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-78318-1_79
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-349-27021-7_1
https://doi.org/10.3390/h13040094

