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Analysis of Henry James’s “Daisy Miller” From A Feminist Approach
Many 19th century writers and feminists were fascinated by the concept of the American girl (Schriber 237). Henry James’s 1878 “Daisy Miller” presents a fine feminist depiction of an independent-freedom-seeking American girl through the life and experiences of the main character, Daisy Miller. This analysis applies a feminist approach in the interpretation of the narrative by providing a commentary on Daisy as a feminist and her behavior as seen in the context of a feminist movement. Feminism is the outright advocacy of the rights and freedom of women on social, economic, personal, and political grounds. It arises in defiance of societal gender-divisive practices and male domination. 
James published the novel in 1878 and in related from a third person point of view, by a young 27-year old American man, Winterborne, who had moved to Europe as a young around the age of nine. The story starts in a hotel in Vevey, Switzerland when the narrator meets Daisy – a young, beautiful, free-spirited American girl on tour across Europe with her mother, Mrs. Miller, and her younger brother, Randolf. Winterborne is immediately struck by Daisy’s appearance which the narrator says is “strikingly, admirably pretty” (James 330). Moreover, he was surprised by her courage and apparent innocence – as she has no reservations whatsoever interacting with total strangers and speaking bluntly and openly to male. This may be forgiven in the American society but not in the European society of the nineteenth and early twentieth century where women were expected to be reserved, especially in the presence of their male counterparts. Daisy and her family move on to Italy where the reader learns that she does not behave any different – she is herself all the time. 
Feminists are not compelled by people, societies, or situations to change who they are, what they believe, or what they feel they should rightfully have. It is in this line that the reader is able to view Daisy as a feminist. Although James does not let the audience into the mind of Daisy, much can be seen and said about her character and behavior even though the reader only sees her through the eyes of Winterborne. Well, this is to be expected having been written in a male-dominated society where women were seen and judged on the perspectives of the dominant males. Apparently, Daisy does not relinquish her individuality and personality, and neither does she accept European ideas to become her own. This develops the narrative’s theme of conflict of individual versus society, and Daisy is chauvinistically perceived as being common, unsophisticated, and with a low social scale (James 334, 337). However, scholars such as Lisa Johnson argue that James presents an American girl, Daisy, who is both good and bold (41).
Therefore, from a feminist approach, one can determine that morally ambiguous conflicts exist between the society and individual – in this case, Daisy. In other words, a strong individual young woman is directly in conflict with the destructive male society that intends to shut her up and confine her to what it feels is right for a woman. This she does by trying to maintain her innocence and at the same time flaunt societal expectations and rules to live her live the way she likes with whoever she wants wherever she may be without being judged as a social deviant of any sort (Barnett 281). For example, she speaks to the young man without embarrassment, often looks away without a care when being talked to, goes with a male stranger unchaperoned and to top it up, looks at men straight and directly in the eye without shrinking (James 331).


To a feminist, this behavior is right and a sign of courage. She is unconventional, free spirited, and a heroine in her right (Schriber 237). However, to other people of that time and in that particular European society [such as Winterbourne’s aunt Mrs. Costello] such a code of conduct cannot be approved because it is not only wrong but a direct sign of wildness, lawlessness, defiance, and rudeness (James 336-337). When the Jamesian society in the narrative looks at the young American girl, they do not see things from the same page she does; they misunderstand her because they are trying to confine her to their societal constraints (Barnett 281; Johnson 41). Luckily, Winterbourne who is an American himself is able to see things from Daisy’s perspective, but even so, this does not come without some slight misunderstanding of her character. At best, the narrator informs that Winterbourne “was sure she [Daisy] had a spirit of her own” [James 331]. 
This is a crucial observation because it demonstrates that the young man has realized something different in this young girl compared to all the others he has met so far (James 335).  However, the evidence that he does not fully understand her or why she actually behaves the way she does is seen when he tries to defend her to her aunt by saying that Daisy is charming but is “completely uncultivated” and that is why she behaves the way she does (James 337).  In his current society, young unmarried men and women are not allowed to talk unless on a very rare and crucial situation. This girl has numerous gentleman friends, and not only does she mingle with gentlemen, she even goes out to dinner with them (James 333). This is a further indication of her risk-taking free-spirit character – a real feminist in nature who believes that men have no more say than she does in matters concerning her (Hocks 164).


Daisy Miller is a lady who does whatever she wants regardless of what her mother or people around her think. For example, she always introduces her male friends to her mother even when she know she does not like it and will make a fuss about it and even goes against her wishes by asking Winterbourne to take her in a boat to the old Chillon Castle at eleven o’clock at night in the Starlight (James 341). This may not go down too well on the feminism side because it appears like utter disobedience and negligence – but then again, gaining freedom requires one to sometimes defy the set order of things. More often than not, establishing who one really is, requires the individual to come out of the cocoon that has wrapped him/her for so long. This coming out will be misinterpreted by the significant others in the society who wish to let the order of things remain just as they have been (Barnett 281). In other words, being understood becomes difficult if not impossible, and this different manner of character and behavior is what makes Winterbourne often think of Daisy and what he terms to be her “mystifying manners” (James 365). 
They are mystifying because they do not conform to the patriarchal societal expectations. They are mystifying because they bring her out differently and only a feminist can understand her views and who she really is on the inside as well as the outside. Therefore, Henry James’s “Daisy Miller” is perfect for a feminist critique. Daisy may be young, reckless, wild, irresponsible, and free-spirited – but is this not what people see whenever an individual goes against societal expectations? Everything she does, Winterbourne does too, or at least entertains her; but he is not viewed in the same light as her only because he is a man. Therefore, Daisy is not bad; she just believes in herself, knows her rights, and pursues them until her untimely death.
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