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When analysing literature, gender is a topic which is destined to cause much discussion, 

because it is a subject which concerns both men and women. Furthermore, in children’s 

literature the question of gender stereotyping is of relevance. Male and female characters have 

repeatedly been portrayed stereotypically either as a demonstration of real life or as a way of 

showing how men/boys and, or women/girls should behave. Angela E. Hubler concludes in 

“Beyond the Image: Adolescent Girls, Reading, and Social Reality” that girls are depicted as 

passive while boys are active (87). Deborah Thacker states in “Feminine Language and the 

Politics of Children’s Literature” that, “children’s texts reinforce cultural values” (4). 

Consequently there are norms existing in reality which are transferred into literature. 

Possibilities for interesting analyses are created both when fictional characters stick to cultural 

gender rules and particularly when they break them. 

 

A much appreciated classic novel, characterised as girls’ fiction, is Lucy Maud Montgomery’s 

Anne of Green Gables published in 1908. The novel’s main character, Anne Shirley, is a 

talkative girl, with lack of accepted social behaviour. She can be perceived as a modern girl 

who has features which are traditionally linked to descriptions of boys. Unlike the other girls 

in Avonlea Anne is independent and strong-minded. Unconsciously, she breaks social rules of 

how a girl should behave according to the people of Avonlea village. This essay, however, 

argues that Anne’s character changes as the novel proceeds and her modernity fades; Anne 

becomes a typical girl of the early twentieth century. The purpose of this essay is to show how 

Anne Shirley in Anne of Green Gables is forced to adapt to society’s rules in order to be 

accepted and therefore becomes a representative of a well-behaved female of her time.  

 

The development of Anne’s character will become evident through use of feminist criticism. 

To this essay a feminist reading of the novel is important because it will highlight how female 
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stereotypes are strengthened. Furthermore, it will demonstrate how Anne initially in the novel 

is portrayed as an unusual female character, and at the end of the novel how she can be 

perceived as a stereotypical female during late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In 

addition to the feminist angle in this essay, aspects of historical criticism will be used to 

confirm how females at this point in time actually were expected to behave and accordingly 

did. 

 

Additionally to the primary material, Anne of Green Gables, a selection of secondary sources 

will be used to underline the purpose of this essay. The secondary material deals with gender 

in children’s literature in general as well as in Anne of Green Gables specifically; moreover, 

some of the sources concern female conduct at the given time. In novels for children gender 

has been a matter of debate. In Girls, Boys, Book, Toys, Gender in Children’s Literature and 

Culture Beverly Lyon Clark states that particularly many recent studies have been made 

dealing with gender in children’s literature and often with a feminist outlook (2). Roberta 

Seelinger Trites declares in Waking Sleeping Beauty that books have for a long time in history 

been used to teach children appropriate social behaviour (4). This means that stereotypical 

gender roles are and have been reinforced by literature. Maria Nikolajeva affirms in The 

Rhetoric of Character in Children’s Literature that, “[w]e must necessarily view Anne’s 

development in the light of gender stereotyping” (147). 

 

It is vital to remember that this essay deals with gender stereotyping at least a century ago, 

and what was masculine and feminine then might be different today. Yet, to be able to 

understand this essay properly definitions of the words masculine and feminine are needed. 

Susan Lehr writes in Beauty, Brains, and Brawn The Construction of Gender in Children’s 

Literature that boys are commonly depicted as active, loud, aggressive, unemotional, 
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independent, strong and naturally intelligent, while girls are portrayed as passive, quiet, sweet, 

emotional, dependent, shy, and accommodating, just to mention a few characteristics (1). 

These are the characteristics which this essay will use to define the terms masculinity and 

femininity. Lehr continues to assert that children are, depending on their sex, already from 

birth designed to be either masculine or feminine. A child’s sex also decides its gender role, 

which means that all boys are taught to be masculine and all girls to be feminine (4). This 

theory thus supports the idea that there are certain expectations which comes with your sex, 

which entails women behaving womanly and men behaving manly. Anne appears to have less 

female qualities in her early years than she has at the age of sixteen, when the novel ends, 

which is why the issue of masculine versus feminine is of relevance in this essay.  

 

The objective of this essay is not to depict the young Anne as masculine but as a girl who has 

both masculine and feminine characteristics. She is not accepted by the general public 

because of her masculine qualities and therefore a focus will lie on those characteristics at the 

opening of this essay. This is to show in which ways Anne’s personality is not appreciated by 

the people around her. A description of preferable female manners during late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries will then follow, to be able to compare Anne’s behaviour with the 

norm. Next Anne’s new and transformed way of behaving will be discussed and how that 

agrees with what was the custom at the time. This will be linked to the argument that Anne 

transforms because of pressure from society which is the key intention to this essay. 

 

In the beginning of Anne of Green Gables we meet a girl who is not like the other girls in 

Avonlea. Matthew notices this already on the drive home when having picked up the 

unexpected girl. Anne talks to him in a way which the girls of the village are afraid to do. 

Nikolajeva argues that Anne is brave and self-confident because she instantly starts speaking 
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to Matthew (142). The typical girl who would be shy and dependent, according to Lehr, 

would not have acted like Anne in the same situation. Because of neglect and absence of love 

the eleven-year-old Anne has developed a character which is unusual for both her age and her 

sex. She speaks with a vocabulary which is not common for children of her age, for instance 

when she believes that she is not wanted by the Cuthberts she says that she is, “in the depths 

of despair” (28). Anne talks a great deal, which is not appropriate for girls during this period 

in time, as Mia Österlund points out in Children’s Literature as Communication: The ChiLPA 

project. Girls were expected to be silent, in order to be accepted. For a talkative girl to be 

accepted by society she would have to pretend to be a boy (188). It becomes apparent that 

Marilla supports this idea when she says, “‘For pity’s sake hold your tongue,’ […] ‘You talk 

entirely too much for a little girl’” (33). This statement clearly shows that Marilla is of the 

opinion that girls are not allowed to talk as much as boys are. Anne’s constant 

straightforwardness and tendency to blurt out what is on her mind makes her a character with 

non-feminine qualities.  

 

Anne is a girl with strong feelings and some of them she expresses vividly. When someone or 

something appeals to her she can talk about it in very long and explanatory ways: “‘Pretty?, 

Oh, pretty doesn’t seem the right word to use. Nor beautiful, either. They don’t go far enough. 

Oh, it was wonderful – wonderful’” (21). This is how Anne describes the Avenue on the way 

back to Green Gables and she does not stop there but she decides to rename it the White Way 

of Delight as well. Anne imagines lovely things about Diana just from hearing her name and 

where she lives. On the other hand when there is someone or something which Anne dislikes 

she does not utter anything. She does not like to talk about her challenging time before 

coming to Avonlea, but instead she makes up a story.  Because Anne does not like Gilbert 

Blythe, she tries her best to totally ignore him. Anne’s disinclination to speak of matters 
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which are unpleasant to her shows that she keeps many of those feelings locked up. This 

technique could be a sign of weak self-confidence, which Anne unconsciously hides in order 

to seem stronger than she actually is. Such behaviour can often be linked to males, who are 

described as unemotional in Beauty, Brains, and Brawn, while females are depicted as 

emotional (1). Anne’s willingness to express her happy feelings and reluctance to speak of her 

miserable ones suggest that Anne’s personality is a mix of masculinity and femininity.   

 

Another aspect of the young Anne’s character is her courage to question authority. 

Appearance is very important to her and as a result she dislikes her red hair and her many 

freckles. When Mrs Rachel Lynde insults her about it she shows not only her hot temper but 

also her capability to question adults:  

 

‘I hate you,’ she cried in a choked voice, stamping her foot on the floor. ‘I hate you – I hate 

you – I hate you – ’ a louder stamp with each assertion of hatred. ‘How dare you call me 

skinny and ugly? How dare you say I’m freckled and red-headed? You are a rude, impolite, 

unfeeling woman!’ (58) 

 

Anne’s wild outrage is not uncalled for; however, this is not desirable behaviour for a little 

girl according to Lehr’s list of boys’ and girls’ characteristics. Anger is not included in girls’ 

typical qualities while it is in boys’ (1). In school Anne again stands up for herself when she 

feels that Mr Phillips has offended her and she also looks down on the minister who she 

perceives as boring in the chapters A Tempest in the School Teapot and Anne’s Impressions of 

Sunday School. These incidents show that Anne follows her own path and has not yet turned 

into a well-mannered girl. Her hot temper is a characteristic which can be linked to 

masculinity.  
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Anne enquires why some tasks are only meant for females and some only for males. She does 

not understand how and why gender roles are created by culture: 

 

‘Why can’t women be ministers, Marilla? I asked Mrs Lynde that and she was shocked and 

said it would be a scandalous thing. She said there might be female ministers in the States and 

she believed there was, but thank goodness we hadn’t got to that stage in Canada yet and she 

hoped we never would. But I don’t see why. I think women would make splendid ministers.’ 

(208) 

 

Anne’s reflection indicates that her thoughts of society are modern. But Mrs Lynde is trying 

to convince Anne that having female ministers is unethical and wrong. Mavis Reimer writes 

in Girls, Boys, Books, Toys, Gender in Children’s Literature and Culture that during the 

Victorian era women and men were appointed with different suitable occupations (45). Mrs 

Lynde’s use of the word scandalous emphasizes her belief that females are not suitable for 

certain activities. Traditional gender roles are meant to be kept according to her. Anne’s sex 

affects what kind of work she can perform on Green Gables. Because Anne is a girl she is 

hindered from giving Matthew the help which is needed on the farm. If Anne were to have 

been the boy the Cuthberts originally had asked for she would have been working with 

Matthew in the fields. The belief that a girl would be of no use out in the fields is strange and 

seems based on the prejudice that females are weaker than males. Thacker claims that 

stereotyped features such as strength and activity are often opposed to passivity in literature 

(5). This could mean that the Cuthberts deny Anne to work outdoors in order to highlight her 

feminine features. Perhaps Anne would not be as physically strong as a boy, but she could 

certainly make herself helpful around the animals. Trites states in Waking Sleeping Beauty 

that there are critics who suggest that female characters who are inventive and perform 

traditionally masculine actions, for instance Jo March in Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women, 
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can be seen as males (10-11). If the Cuthberts have the same belief, it is a possible 

explanation to why they do not want Anne to assist Matthew, with traditionally male 

undertakings, around the farm.  

 

Anne and her friends play out a famous Tennyson poem and Anne is selected to be the lily 

maid. In “Reading Elaine: Marjorie Richardson’s and L.M. Montgomery’s Red-Haired Lily 

Maids” Ann F. Howey describes the scene in the poem like this, “Elaine, the young, innocent 

‘Lily Maid,’ dies when Lancelot rejects her love because of his adulterous passion for the 

queen. Elaine’s body is taken down-river to Camelot” (89). Anne shows her own doubts of 

her femininity because of her appearance: “‘Ruby ought to be Elaine because she is so fair 

and has such lovely long golden hair – Elaine had ‘all her bright hair streaming down,’ you 

know. And Elaine was the lily maid. Now, a red-haired person cannot be a lily maid’” (183). 

Anne indicates that she believes that Elaine is the perfect icon of womanliness and is therefore 

of the opinion that the similarities between herself and Elaine are slim. Anne sees a difference 

in herself compared to her friends, which is her variation from the norm. Howey argues that 

Anne through acting out this scene demonstrates suitable female manners. But, Howey says, 

Anne then discards Elaine as a symbol of femininity and therefore challenges the view of 

traditional female behaviour (87). The girls reinforce the stereotypical female character 

through showing their appreciation of the silent and self-sacrificing lily maid. When Anne 

realises that her life is at stake she goes to action quite unlike the lily maid who was dead. 

Anne’s instinct of self-preservation displays that she does not belong to the females who 

cannot take care of themselves. Sally Mitchell writes in The New Girl about favoured female 

characteristics at the turn of the nineteenth century which were: paleness, frailness and 

helplessness (106). In one act alone Anne distinctly proves that she is none of these things, 

this indicates that Anne does not have a desirable personality according to society. Anne’s 
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independence is somewhat damaged by Gilbert’s final heroic rescue of her. When saved from 

underneath the bridge Anne comes up into the dory “drabbled and furious” which shows her 

reluctance to being made a victim (187). She does not want to be seen as weak but would 

have preferred to save herself which she also said before she was rescued: “‘Dear God, please 

take the flat close to a pile and I’ll do the rest’” (186). Anne’s dissimilarity to the lily maid 

goes far beyond her physical exterior because of her ability to take charge of her own life. 

Howey refers to Doody and Barry who claim that Anne in the An Unfortunate Lily Maid 

chapter rejects the poem’s image of femininity, that is to be silent and withdrawn (100). 

Anne’s drive and energy along with her disinclination to be helped, demonstrate why she is 

inappropriate to play the part of the lily maid. She lacks all the characteristics which such a 

stereotypical woman would have.  

 

To be able to see how Anne differs from the view on how a traditional girl should behave, 

before she transforms, it is necessary to go back in time and recognise the general opinion of 

girls’ behaviour during late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In Sally Mitchell’s The 

New Girl there is a passage which refers to how girls were expected to spend their time. A girl 

should make home-life as comfortable as possible by helping her mother with domestic work 

and by smiling and giving a gentle word to her father (23). Marilla, who could be said to be 

Anne’s mother figure, requires of Anne to perform domestic chores. Although Anne does 

these she is not very fond of them: “‘I do not like patchwork,’ said Anne dolefully, hunting 

out her workbasket and sitting down before a little heap of red and white diamonds with a 

sigh” (79). Mitchell states that at the turn of the nineteenth century self-sacrifice equalled 

femininity (42). Anne does not like doing domestic work, but as a sacrifice she should carry it 

out without complaint. Anne says straight out that she dislikes patchwork and also with a 

sigh, which demonstrates that she is not sticking to the norm. If Anne would have completed 
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the task without protest she would have fitted into the description of a good girl according to 

the description in The New Girl. As well in girls’ expected approach towards their fathers 

Anne does not fit the part: “Anne talked Matthew and Marilla half-deaf over her discoveries” 

(57). This passage shows Anne’s inability to be silent. Her requirement as a girl is not to talk 

constantly to Matthew, who could be called Anne’s father figure, but to smile and slip in an 

occasional mild word in order to retain homely happiness.  

 

There are especially two people in Anne’s life who want her to be like the girl described in 

Mitchell’s book. Those two people are Marilla and Mrs Rachel Lynde. Before Marilla decides 

whether to keep Anne or not, she takes her character into consideration: “[T]he child seemed 

a nice, teachable little thing. ‘She’s got too much to say,’ thought Marilla, ‘but she might be 

trained out of that’” (40). This extract clearly states that Marilla wants Anne to behave in 

accordance with custom. If Marilla would have considered Anne not to be able to change one 

can speculate if she would have kept her on. When Anne reveals that she is unaware of how to 

perform prayers, Marilla gets upset: “‘Don’t you know it’s a terrible wicked thing not to say 

your prayers every night? I’m afraid you are a very bad little girl’” (46-7). Marilla’s utterance 

can be seen as somewhat harsh, but since she is a firm believer in the traditional ways of girls’ 

behaviour her outburst is not surprising. Suzanne M. Ashworth writes in her article, “Susan 

Warner’s The Wide, Wide World, Conduct Literature, and Protocols of Female Reading in 

Mid-Nineteenth-Century America”, about the classical representation of the perfect young 

woman who during Anne’s time would, “develop a ‘harmonious Christian character,’ to make 

her a deferent wife and estimable mother” (141). Marilla is afraid that Anne will not grow up 

to be the perfect image of a young woman and adult. The fact that Marilla tells Anne that she 

is a bad little girl shows that Anne is not living up to the expectations of a good little girl. 

Marilla is however not trying to change Anne because she is evil, but she believes that Anne 
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will be miserable if she does not modify her habits. When Marilla says, “‘If you’ll be a good 

girl, you’ll always be happy Anne’”, this becomes evident (68). A reason why Marilla has this 

opinion is likely to be that she fears that Anne will not gain society’s acceptance with her 

unconventional tendencies. One person whom Marilla particularly dreads that Anne will 

display her unusual qualities in front of is Mrs Lynde. Mrs Rachel Lynde is the very first 

person described in Anne of Green Gables, and it can be understood from the very first 

paragraph that she is a woman who enjoys gossip. After Anne’s outburst against the 

mentioned lady, Marilla thinks to herself: “How unfortunate that Anne should have displayed 

such temper before Mrs Rachel Lynde, of all people!” (60). This supports the idea that Marilla 

supposes that rumours about Anne will be spread, by Mrs Lynde, around the village and as a 

result Anne will be considered as bad because of her oddness. 

 

Mrs Rachel Lynde shows her disapproval of Anne’s character the very first time she comes to 

inspect her at Green Gables: “‘Did anybody ever see such a temper!’ exclaimed the horrified 

Mrs Rachel. […] ‘Well, I don’t envy you your job bringing that up, Marilla,’ said Mrs Rachel 

with unspeakable solemnity” (59). This is Mrs Lynde’s reaction to Anne’s outburst against 

her. Mrs Lynde feels offended when Anne has told her she hates her. She does not believe that 

a little girl like Anne has a right to speak back to an adult even though the adult might have 

been cruel and unfair. Österlund claims that girls who can speak for themselves gain power 

through this ability (Children’s Literature as Communication: The ChiLPA project 188). If 

this is true then Mrs Lynde is most likely intimidated by Anne’s control. Österlund refers to 

Hourihan who asserts that females who challenge traditional gender roles must be managed 

(191). Mrs Lynde therefore tries to stifle Anne’s strong personality with a negative response 

to Marilla in a mission to convince her of giving a lecture to Anne. Anne is not even 
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considered to be a girl, by Mrs Lynde, after revealing her hot temper. By referring to Anne as 

“that”, Mrs Lynde indicates that Anne is not good enough to deserve the epithet “girl”. 

 

Anne’s change from being radical into being an ordinary girl, in Canada at the turn of the 

nineteenth century, is gradual. The constant reprimands which she receives from society 

create a slow transformation within her which convinces her to become less rule breaking. 

Nikolajeva speaks of different kinds of plots in children’s literature. One plot which is 

described is “person-against-society” and entails a character having to make a decision 

between society’s choice and one’s own (163). This structure can be seen in Anne of Green 

Gables, where Anne changes to fit into the gender role chosen for her by society. Anne’s 

mishaps like getting Diana drunk and ruining the cake she made for Mrs Allan could both be 

said to be bad luck, but the incidents affect Anne. The accidents make her see herself as 

clumsy which adds to her desire of improving for others’ sake. After putting anodyne liniment 

in the cake, Anne comments on her frequent errors: “‘[H]ave you ever noticed one 

encouraging thing about me, Marilla? I never make the same mistake twice.’ […] ‘There must 

be a limit to the mistakes one person can make, and when I get to the end of them, then I’ll be 

through with them’” (149). Anne is clearly optimistic about a future free from mistakes. Her 

reasoning that there simply has to be a limit to the mistakes which she can make, shows that 

she believes that when she has reached that limit she will be changed. Consequently Anne 

learns from her disasters and does not repeat them and the same can be said for her social 

misjudgements. She enlightens Marilla of the lessons which she has learned:  

 

‘Will you ever have any sense, Anne?’ groaned Marilla. […] ‘Oh yes, I think I will, Marilla,’ 

returned Anne optimistically. […] ‘I think my prospects of becoming sensible are brighter 

now than ever.’ […] ‘Ever since I came to Green Gables I’ve been making mistakes, and each 

mistake has helped to cure me of some great shortcoming. The affair of the amethyst brooch 
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cured me of meddling with things that didn’t belong to me. The Haunted Wood mistake cured 

me of letting my imagination run away with me. The liniment cake mistake cured me of 

carelessness in cooking. Dyeing my hair cured me of vanity.’ […] ‘And today’s mistake is 

going to cure me of being too romantic. I have come to the conclusion that it is no use trying 

to be romantic in Avonlea.’ (189) 

 

Anne is conscious of what is expected of her now, after making mistakes which were not 

acceptable. Like Anne said earlier she does not intend to repeat her mishaps because she 

wants to be perceived as a good girl. Anne is a clever girl, at least according to her teacher 

Miss Stacy, and therefore she eventually knows what is approved of and what is not and can 

consequently avoid similar errors to the ones she has already made. Anne’s “great 

shortcomings”, as she calls them herself, are really vices which are not pleasing to Marilla and 

other adults. Anne uses the word cure to clarify that that behaviour is now abandoned. The 

definition of cure in the Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English is “to bring health to 

(a person) in place of disease or illness” (252). Anne’s use of cure in this context thus implies 

that she has felt that her weaknesses have been diseases. In other words her limitations have 

from her point of view been something which can be treated. This impression is likely that she 

has learnt from Marilla, who earlier has said that Anne’s queer manners could be trained 

away. Anne is giving up the essence of herself, which is apparent when she says that there is 

no point in being romantic in Avonlea.  

 

Since Anne is determined not to repeat her mistakes she slowly changes. People in her 

environment notice this: 

       

‘I must say Anne has turned out a real smart girl,’ admitted Mrs Rachel […] ‘She must be a 

great help to you.’ ‘She is,’ said Marilla, ‘and she’s real steady and reliable now. I used to be 
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afraid she’d never get over her feather-brained ways, but she has and I wouldn’t be afraid to 

trust her in anything now.’ (206) 

 

In this conversation Mrs Lynde and Marilla declare Anne’s transformation. Anne is no longer 

the girl who says the wrong things and lets her hot temper show, but has calmed down. 

Marilla and Mrs Lynde who both have been promoters for Anne’s change are obviously 

pleased with the result. Mitchell maintains that girls during Anne’s time who had masculine 

features could be accepted up until they were old enough to be able to defy male superiority 

(138). This theory goes against Trites’ reasoning that parents and educators tried to teach 

children at a young age appropriate manners concerning gender (4). In Anne of Green Gables 

Marilla and Mrs Lynde strive to change Anne when she is still a child, thus according to 

Trites’ assertion. When Marilla says that she now can trust Anne with anything it becomes 

evident that before she was of the opinion that she could not trust her. Hence, Anne has 

characteristics now which she lacked when she was younger and these new qualities make 

Anne gain approval from both Marilla and Mrs Lynde.  

 

After Anne’s fifteenth summer Marilla reflects over Anne’s transformed personality which 

she has been a supporter of: 

 

The child she had learned to love had vanished somehow and here was this tall, serious-eyed 

girl of fifteen, with the thoughtful brows and the proudly poised little head, in her place. […] 

There were other changes in Anne no less real than the physical change. For one thing, she 

became much quieter. (210) 

 

Anne’s change is now obvious: ever since coming to Avonlea Anne has been talkative but not 

anymore. Anne has now deserted her loudness and become quiet instead which is linked to 

femininity as has been pointed out by Lehr (1). Marilla perceiving Anne as “serious-eyed” is 
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new, the Anne who the reader gets to know before this autumn is far from serious. Anne who 

has up until now been imaginative and noisy has totally changed. She can no longer be 

considered to be revolutionary and any different from other girls. 

 

There are various reasons why Anne adjusts to becoming what society wants her to be; a good 

little girl. As has been mentioned before, Marilla clearly says that she will train Anne’s bad 

behaviour out of her. Given that Marilla is set on changing Anne it is no wonder that 

gradually Anne does change. Marilla and Matthew become Anne’s family and their opinions 

of her character are obviously important to her. When Anne has yelled at Mrs Lynde, Marilla 

insists on Anne apologising to her, which Anne refuses to do. However, when Matthew asks 

her to do the same she answers, “‘I suppose I could do it to oblige you’” (64). This statement 

clearly supports Anne’s reasonableness and shows that she can adjust for the Cuthberts’ sake. 

“‘I do really want to be good; and when I’m with you or Mrs Allan or Miss Stacy I want it 

more than ever and I want to do just what would please you and what you would approve of’” 

(208). It is clear that Anne wishes that she had a different personality so as to please people 

whom she cares for. Anne knows that only through acting like them will they consider her 

good and this is one explanation to her transformation.  

 

The summer when Anne is fifteen she foresees her own coming change. It appears as if she 

has made a conscious decision to abandon her non-feminine features: “‘I’m going to let my 

imagination run riot for the summer.’ [...] ‘I want to have a real good, jolly time this summer, 

for maybe it’s the last summer I’ll be a little girl.’ [...]  ‘[W]hen I put on longer skirts I shall 

feel that I have to live up to them and be very dignified’” (205). Anne has come to the 

conclusion that she has to change in order to grow up and decides to make the most of her last 

summer as a young girl. As an adolescent she can behave untraditionally and still be more or 
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less accepted. But as a young woman Anne believes that she has to stick to the norm in order 

to be acknowledged as respectable by the general public. It is likely that Anne is right; her 

assumption fits well into the theory which L.T. Meade proposes of a so called “New Girl”, 

which can be found in Sally Mitchell’s The New Girl (chapter 1). Meade argues that from 

1880 to 1915 young girls were granted more freedom than before. She asserts that when girls 

were no longer children but not yet adults they entered a new phase in which they had more 

freedom. Meade says that it is likely that these girls assumed that the day when they would 

have to enter adulthood they would also have to give up their self-government, which was 

correct in most cases. She calls these females “New Girls” (3). In Anne of Green Gables the 

reader is able to follow Anne from childhood into her adolescent years and finally her step 

into womanhood. This would mean that before leaving adolescence, Anne is at the stage of 

her life when she is allowed to exercise more free will than she had as a child and also more 

independence than she will have as an adult woman. So when Anne says, “‘maybe it’s the last 

summer I’ll be a little girl’”, it can be seen as her leaving of adolescence and with that her 

freedom. Anne can be said to be, as Meade puts it, a “New Girl” because she changes into 

what society wants her to be when she leaves adolescence and becomes a young woman. 

Nikolajeva acknowledges that Anne is not the same girl in the beginning of the novel as she is 

at the end of it. She also points out that such phenomena are usual in girl’s fiction (130).  Less 

freedom equals fewer opportunities to decide for oneself and Anne is not strong enough to 

stand against society’s unwritten rules on behaviour. Lehr argues that at least to a degree 

gender is determined by culture at birth depending on what sex the baby has (3). Because of 

pressure from society Anne slips into the gender role into which she was born. Hubler refers 

to Agee, who in “Beyond the Image: Adolescent Girls, Reading, and Social Reality” declares 

that in children’s literature characters are often brought, “‘back into conventional gender roles 

rather abruptly when the characters become young women’” (88). This is also the case for 
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Anne, when she no longer can be considered to be a young girl she is also denied her 

untypical female qualities. The characteristics which she deserts are activeness, loudness, 

aggressiveness, and independence. As stated in the introduction these characteristics can all 

be found in Beauty, Brains, and Brawn categorised as typical boys’ qualities (1).  

 

Anne’s reply to her new manner of keeping her thoughts to herself is, “‘I don’t like to have 

them laughed at or wondered over’” (211). Such an utterance demonstrates that Anne has 

come to the conclusion that her beliefs are not welcome in the society in which she lives. 

Anne has as a result given up the idea of being accepted for who she really is. This insight can 

also be seen in the quotation below where she speaks to Marilla:  

 

‘I’m not a bit changed – not really. I’m only just pruned down and branched out. The real me 

– back here – is just the same. It won’t make a bit of difference where I go or how much I 

change outwardly; at heart I shall always be your little Anne, who love you and Matthew and 

dear Green Gables more and better every day of her life.’ (228) 

 

Anne’s awareness of her altering surface is apparent when she mentions her outwardly 

change. The fact that she is still the same person, according to herself, on the inside does not 

change the fact that other people’s perception of her must have altered because of her, as she 

puts it herself, “outwardly change”. The comparison which she makes of herself and a tree 

illustrate how some parts of her personality have been taken away, in order for other qualities, 

which are more appreciated by society, to grow. In Children’s Literature as Communication: 

The ChiLPA project Maria Nikolajeva refers to Åhmansson who argues that, 

 

Anne Shirley must give up her vivid imagination and her exalted, poetic language in order to 

adjust to the norms of formal education imposed by adults. […] [S]he is undoubtedly 
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suppressed and silenced by society, and is obliged to yield an essential part of her personality 

in order to win social acceptance. (119) 

 

The sacrifice Anne makes is her untraditional habits and this sacrifice awards her with 

society’s approval. Ashworth claims that it was demanded of females during the nineteenth 

century to sacrifice themselves (143). This suggests that Anne is no longer one of a kind but 

that she now has developed into a conventional character.  

 

Anne refers to her education as giving her a purpose in life (201). This leads to the 

assumption that she must have felt that she did not have such a meaningful mission before 

education came into her life. Winning the Avery scholarship obviously means a great deal to 

her since she tells Diana, “‘[d]oesn’t it seem wonderful?’” (238). When Matthew has passed 

on and Marilla’s sight has been sentenced to be fading away, Anne has to make a choice; a 

choice between fulfilling her own dream at Redmond and staying in Avonlea to help Marilla. 

It is a life-determining decision for her, which can also be perceived as her final decision 

between being a good girl and not. Mrs Allan and Mrs Lynde celebrate Anne’s decision to 

stay in Avonlea. Both of them are aware of Marilla’s feared blindness, which the rest of the 

inhabitants in Avonlea have no knowledge of. If the people in Avonlea had this information 

as well it is probable that they too would support Anne’s decision, because, as has been noted 

before, female sacrifice was highly regarded at this point in time.  

 

Marilla’s reaction to Anne’s decision is somewhat dubious. In one way she does not want 

Anne to give up her dreams to stay in Avonlea but in another she does not fight hard to stop 

her from doing just that: 
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‘Oh, Anne, I could get on real well if you were here, I know. But I can’t let you sacrifice 

yourself so for me. It would be terrible.’ ‘Nonsense!’ Anne laughed merrily. ‘There is no 

sacrifice. Nothing could be worse than giving up Green Gables – nothing could hurt me 

more.’ […] ‘My mind is quite made up, Marilla. I’m not going to Redmond; and I am going 

to stay here and teach. Don’t you worry about me a bit.’ […] ‘You blessed girl!’ said Marilla, 

yielding. ‘I feel as if you’d give me new life. I guess I ought to stick out and make you go to 

college – but I know I can’t, so I ain’t going to try.’ (249-250) 

 

The fact that Marilla does not really try to get Anne to change her mind implies that she 

believes that Anne is making the right decision. Anne appears to be free from influence when 

she decides to stay at Green Gables and as a result she gives up the idea of attending college. 

Trites asserts that, “[a] major goal of feminism is to support women’s choices, but another 

that is equally important is to foster societal respect for those choices” (2). Through making 

the choice of staying in Avonlea Anne gains respect, which goes in line with Trites’ feminist 

goal. However, if Anne’s decision would be different it is likely that she would not gain 

society’s approval. This means that the respect which Anne receives from her choice is not 

based on support for women’s choices. Society awards Anne with their consent purely 

because she makes the decision which they want her to make. Consequently the society, in 

which Anne lives, does not follow the aim within feminism, proposed by Trites.  

 

Anne makes a conscious decision in staying at Green Gables which supports the idea that 

Anne is independent. Yet when she makes this decision, she is highly affected by her 

emotions towards Green Gables and Marilla. According to Mitchell girls in their adolescent 

years are greatly emotional (149). Furthermore Lehr claims that most characteristics are 

developed and determined by cultural circumstances (3-4). Consequently even though Anne 

stays in Avonlea by her own free will, she makes that decision within the frames of her 

culture gender role. According to Trites, Anne has to stifle her personality to be able to fit into 
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society (6). This means that Anne is not free from pressure when she makes her decision, 

instead she is taught how to behave by society and therefore the decision she makes feels right 

to her. The night before Anne has informed Marilla of her plans for the future she is low-

spirited: 

 

How sadly things had changed since she had been full of hope and joy and the future had 

looked rosy with promise. Anne felt as if she had lived years since then, but before she went 

to bed there was a smile on her lips and peace in her heart. She had looked her duty 

courageously in the face and found it a friend – as duty ever is when we meet it frankly. (248)  

 

It is apparent that Anne is not just upset because of Matthew’s death but also because of 

Marilla’s unhappy future, without Green Gables and without Anne. Anne cannot go to college 

without feeling guilty about leaving Marilla, which is why she is calm when she decides to 

stay in Avonlea. Anne’s guiltiness has been created in her mind because of society’s 

demands. In the passage above the narrator refers to Anne’s decision as her duty, which is 

sign that Anne is in fact making a sacrifice even though she, the day after, maintains that it is 

not so to Marilla: “‘There is no sacrifice’” (249). Mitchell says that, “the stereotype of 

femininity [was] equivalent to service and self-sacrifice” (42).  Moreover, Ashworth states 

that in literature females were during the nineteenth century depicted as sacrificing which, 

Ashworth continues, they also were in reality (143). By giving up her scholarship in order to 

stay in Avonlea Anne is making the ultimate sacrifice; she is changing her future for someone 

else’s sake. By doing this she presents herself as a stereotypical young woman at the start of 

the twentieth century. 

 

Another aspect which demonstrates Anne’s new personality is her altered attitude towards 

Gilbert Blythe. When Anne finds out that Gilbert has arranged for her to teach at the school in 
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Avonlea she is joyful. She says to him, “‘I want to thank you for giving up the school for me. 

It was very good of you – and I want you to know that I appreciate it’” (252).This is very 

unlike her reaction when he saved her from drowning in An Unfortunate Lily Maid chapter, 

since she then was furious that she had been made a victim and Gilbert a hero. Nikolajeva 

claims that, “Anne’s constant competition with Gilbert – a male – goes against the principles 

of femininity” (The Rhetoric of Character in Children’s Literature 147). By finally accepting 

Gilbert’s attempts to bring about a reconciliation, Anne shows how pressure from society has 

changed her; she no longer breaks the rules of her given gender role. 

 

From what has been demonstrated in this essay it is safe to say that Anne is a person with a 

complex personality. A comparison of Anne’s character as a girl and her character as a 

woman shows that she changes a great deal throughout the novel. The masculine 

characteristics which Anne possesses when she is a child are gone when she has grown up. 

The intention of this essay was to demonstrate how society’s demands forces Anne in Anne of 

Green Gables to transform from being a little girl who threatens traditional gender roles into a 

young woman who represents a stereotypical female of her time. Because Anne as a young 

girl conducts herself differently from other girls she is exposed to reprimands about her 

behaviour. Anne’s masculine features such as loudness and anger are not accepted by adults, 

especially Mrs Rachel Lynde and Marilla. After constant instructions from them it is no 

wonder that Anne starts to develop a character which is more acceptable to them.  If Anne 

would not have yielded to society’s rules, the lack of acceptance she would have received 

might have been too tough for her to bear. Anne would certainly have been revolutionary if 

she would have kept her masculine qualities when stepping into womanhood. Even though 

Anne changes her character she can still be called radical up until her transformation. It is 

possible that little girls, who did not fit the norm at the time when Anne of Green Gables was 
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first published, have been helped by a fictional role model like Anne who at least was herself 

during childhood and adolescence. Perhaps Montgomery’s decision to transfer Anne into the 

group of well-behaved females was realistic and Anne’s initial strength and independence 

were sufficiently revolutionary for 1908. 
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