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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation argues that social investigators, 

novelists and prose writers often demonstrate similar 

concerns with regard to the status of workers and deploy 

workers to register and mitigate anxieties about 

industrialism and its effects. All of these writers 

consider what status workers should have as an emerging 

class. By embodying the fears and hopes of the industrial 

epoch, workers both serve and threaten a national identity 

increasingly built around Britain's industrial prowess. 

In chapter one, I compare Elizabeth Gaskell's 1848 

novel Mary Barton and James Kay's 1832 political pamphlet, 

The Moral and Physical Conditions of the Working Classes. 

In considering the problem of the worker, middle-class 

utilitarians such as Kay differ sharply from working-class 

sympathizers such as Gaskell. Nevertheless, each suggests 

that the charity of the wealthier classes should be an 

instrument to alleviate the worker's suffering and to 

improve his physical condition. Thus, both Gaskell and Kay 

see paternalism as the solution. In chapter two I discuss 

the problem the worker poses to representation, showing 

that he challenges the fiction of organic society by 

resisting definition and placement within it. Focusing on 
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George Eliot's 1856 essay on Riehl, "A Natural History of 

German Life," I argue that through the construction of what 

she calls "incarnate history"—the living connection all 

social ranks have to the past—she determines the worker's 

status. In addition, I show how Eliot's Adam Bede enacts 

what she considers to be a realistic portrayal of the 

worker. In contrast to the idealizations figured in 

popular iconography, Eliot calls for a realistic depiction 

of the worker as he actually exists. Eliot rejects the 

idyllic representation of the worker often demonstrated in 

the paintings she criticizes, yet reproduces this 

idealization in her characterization of Adam Bede, 

assimilating the worker into a vision of progress and 

social organization to which he no longer poses a threat. 

In chapter three, I explore Charlotte Bronte's 

investigation of a society governed by paternalism in 

Shirley (1849), developing an analysis of her revelation 

that the plight of workers and the condition of women are 

inextricably bound in an oppressive social order. 
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INTRODUCTION 

When Charles Kingsley reviewed Elizabeth Gaskell's 

novel Mary Barton in 1849, he called attention to the 

novel's reforming spirit, extolling its exposure of 

industrial ills. In praise of the novel he urged, "We would 

placard its sheets on every wall, and have them read aloud 

from every pulpit, till a nation, calling itself Christian, 

began to act upon the awful facts contained in it, not in 

the present peddling and desultory manner, but with an 

united energy of shame and repentance proportionate to the 

hugeness of its evil.""- The significance of Kingsley's 

remark lies in the attention he calls to the "awful facts" 

in Gaskell's novel, hallmarks of texts associated with the 

Condition of England debate in the early to mid-Victorian 

period. The writers of these novels, often classified as 

social problem novels or industrial novels, specifically 

concern themselves with exposing the condition of workers 

and the effects of industrialism upon them.' These authors 

particularly interest themselves in the political debates 

concerning industrial workers and the reforms that would 

improve their conditions. 

Novelists such as Elizabeth Gaskell, Charlotte Bronte 

and George Eliot committed themselves to representing the 

status and concerns of workers truthfully in their work in 
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the hope that attention might be drawn to their situation. 

The concerns of these novelists are similar to those of 

social investigators such as James Kay and Frederick 

Engels, as well as social theorists like Thomas Carlyle, 

who represent the dire condition of workers in the 1830's 

and 1840's and advocate solutions to problems afflicting 

workers. In comparing the significant work of these female 

novelists to other important, male contributors to the 

Condition of England debate, I attempt to demonstrate that 

these women offered significant contributions of their own 

to the discourse of industrialism. In showing that they 

often exhibit the same impassioned political commitments 

and derive complicated solutions to problems of 

industrialism that radically challenge the assumptions of 

their male contemporaries, I hope to provide a reading that 

runs counter to the one established by some critics: that 

female writers concerned with industrialism merely 

projected concerns about their own status on to the 

condition of workers who were similarly disenfranchised.^ 

The conditions of workers and social responses to 

them—the "awful facts," as Kingsley puts it—constitute 

the focus of these novelists, social investigators and 

theorists. In my examination of their response to the 

status of workers, I am specifically concerned with how 

their portrayal of industrialism participates in the 
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formation of—and resistance to—narratives of the social 

body. My study seeks to show how the worker (dependent, in 

need of instruction, and male) becomes a vessel for the 

multiple anxieties middle-class Victorians share with 

regard to social life and community. 

In investigating the representation of the worker in 

Victorian fiction and social documents, it is crucial to 

comprehend the centrality of the adult male worker to 

Victorian social consciousness. The theories of Thomas 

Carlyle, in particular, crystallize the importance of the 

worker to the social and economic health of the British 

nation. While accounts of workers predate Carlyle's work, 

his conception of the worker has great significance as an 

early paradigm. After all, Carlyle coins the term 

"Condition of England," used by both Victorian and 

contemporary critics of industrialism to describe social 

problems related to it, and his characterizations of work 

and workers function as touchstones for Victorian writers 

and artists. 

Carlyle defines the worker and his role in industrial 

progress principally in two works. Chartism (1839) and Past 

and Present (1843). After the rejection of the first 

Charter, which workers presented Parliament in 1839, 

Carlyle drafted Chartism, in which he addresses the threat 

that workers may pose to the health of the nation if the 
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governors of society do not carefully consider their 

concerns. In this piece, Carlyle represents workers in a 

fashion that will resound importantly in novelistic and 

social documentary depictions: 

A feeling very generally exists that the condition and 

disposition of the Working Classes is a rather ominous 

matter at present; that something ought to be said, 

something ought to be done, in regard to it. And 

surely, at an epoch of history when the "National 

Petition" carts itself . . . to a reformed House of 

Commons; and Chartism numbered by the million and 

half, taking nothing by its iron hooped Petition, 

breaks out into brickbats, cheap pikes, and even into 

sputterings of conflagration, such very general 

feeling cannot be considered unnatural! to us 

individually this matter appears ... to be the most 

ominous of all practical matters whatever; a matter in 

regard to which if something be not done, something 

will do itself one day, and in a fashion that will 

please nobody. The time is verily come for acting in 

it; how much more for consultation about acting in it, 

for speech and articulate inquiry about it!" 

Carlyle echoes Kingsley in the urgency with which he 

depicts the condition of the working classes. The 

rejection of the Chartist petition is a watershed event 
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that has the power to provoke revolutionary activity. 

Carlyle portrays an anxiety with regard to the violent 

potential of workers that characterizes much fiction and 

non-fiction from the early to mid-Victorian period. 

Furthermore, Carlyle's call to "articulate inquiry" 

concerning the status of workers relates to the response of 

the writers examined in this study. Their articulations, 

framed by an assumption that workers pose a threat to the 

well being of the social body, constitute an attempt to 

proffer solutions that could contain the danger, partly by 

granting them and their problems recognition and gesturing 

towards an alleviation of their misery. 

In his essay Chartism, Carlyle portrays only one facet 

of workers. He focuses on the anxiety associated with them 

and their potential for revolt, largely using them as 

figures onto which fears regarding industrial progress are 

projected. His later work. Past and Present^ represents 

workers and work as latently powerful, but temporarily 

enchanted and stalled by the misguided Corn Law legislation 

restricting free trade: 

With unabated bovinty the land of England blooms and 

grows; waving with yellow harvests; thick-studded with 

workshops, industrial implements, with fifteen 

millions of workers, understood to be the strongest, 

the cunningest and the willingest our Earth ever had; 
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these men are here, abundant, exuberant on every hand 

of us; and behold, some baleful fiat of Enchantment 

has gone forth, saying, "Touch it not, ye workers, ye 

master-workers, ye master-idlers; none of you can 

touch it, no man of you shall be the better for it; 

this is enchanted fruit!"® 

In Carlyle's description, work, the implements of labor and 

the workers themselves stand awaiting the harvest, ripe for 

use. Rather than functioning as the threat of social 

disorder as in Chartism, here workers represent part of the 

cornucopia of national, commercial prosperity, ready to 

yield themselves to productive employment. 

Channeled properly and used resourcefully, workers and 

the labor in which they engage constitute the key to 

Britain's progress. In a chapter entitled "Labour," 

Carlyle praises the virtue of good work and the man 

performing it: "Blessed is he who has found work; let him 

ask no other blessedness. He has a work, a life-purpose; 

he has found it, and will follow it!" (197). Carlyle 

invokes an important theme of Past and Present here: work 

is worship, a sacramental activity. Called to perform that 

labor through some divine plan, the worker acts as a priest 

responding to a spiritual calling. 

Britain's steady transition from an agrarian society 

to an industrial one necessitates this type of honorable 
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work: labor that will assure the economic domination of 

Britain, and, in turn, foster the extension of Britain's 

reign. Workers have an important function in the project 

of empire making, and Carlyle develops this notion in his 

portrayal of the worker as a "World-Soldier," whose work 

figures nobly in a kind of divinely ordained cosmic drama: 

"Thou shall be a Great Man. Yes, my World-Soldier . . . 

thou wilt have to be greater than this tumultuous 

unmeasured World here round thee is: thou, in thy strong 

soul, as with wrestler's arms, shalt embrace it, harness it 

down; and make it bear thee on,—to new Americas, or 

whither God wills!" (200). While in Chartism the worker 

becomes associated with the chaos of industrialism and is 

represented fearfully because of his connection to it, here 

the worker is the means through which the chaotic nature of 

the age may be productively tamed. While the world spins 

tumultuously around him, the worker stands steady, ready to 

rein in disorderliness through the power of labor. 

Furthermore, Carlyle compares the world (and implicitly, 

its resources)to a great and powerful machine, which the 

worker harnesses. Through this labor, the worker serves in 

a heroic fashion, and not only assures orderly 

productivity, but becomes the means through which Britain 

may extend its colonial enterprise. 

To a degree, all of the writers I include in this 
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study mimic Carlyle's portrayal of the worker and reproduce 

his interest in the implications of labor for industrial 

and social progress. Carlyle's representation of the 

worker in Chartism and Past and Present illustrates well 

the multivalent function of the worker for a variety of 

ideological concerns. As I will demonstrate throughout the 

study, writers interested in the problems of industrialism 

employed workers to mitigate anxieties about social change, 

often scapegoating them for industrial ills, and equally 

often figuring them as heroic harbingers of a new era and 

emissaries of middle-class Victorian values concerning work 

and duty.® 

The figure of the worker, then, is a vehicle for 

middle-class anxiety about the shifting nature of progress, 

as well as anxieties regarding the changes that trouble 

existing social hierarchies. As I will show, these writers 

employ a paternalist rhetoric in framing solutions for the 

problems of industrial ills and working-class unrest. 

Here, I build on the work of other critics who have 

considered the use of paternalism as a strategy of 

containment in industrial novels and other cultural 

docxaments. In particular, my project has affinities with 

the Rosemarie Bodenheimer's The Politics of Story in 

Victorian Social Fiction and Catherine Gallagher's The 

Industrial Reformation of English Fiction.^ Both of these 



16 

studies consider how writers of industrial fiction use 

strategies such as paternalism to resolve the challenges of 

industrialism. Bodenheimer argues specifically that the 

shape and movement of the narratives she examines create 

fantasies of power and government, imagining social change 

through their fictional plots. She suggests that these 

texts develop such possibilities for change through a model 

of paternalism that these authors set up in both the 

private and public worlds imagined in their novels. 

Similarly, Gallagher suggests how industrial fiction 

reconciles the needs of both the public world of labor and 

commerce and the private world of the family through 

applications of domestic ideology and social paternalism, 

transforming these ideologies in the process. 

In my consideration of the fiction of industrialism, I 

too concern myself with the representation of paternalism 

and attempt to show that a variety of writers interested in 

the Condition of England debate resorted to paternalist 

plot resolutions, regardless of their political 

affiliations. I am particularly fascinated by the way 

writers, literary and otherwise, stumble over the 

discursive figure of the worker and how, despite apparent 

and profound differences in their political positions, they 

revert to a paternalistic vision of history and social 

life. I argue that social investigators, novelists and 
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social theorists often demonstrate similar concerns with 

regard to the status of workers and deploy workers to 

register and mitigate anxieties about industrialism and its 

effects. This concern can be seen in a broad range of 

texts in the nineteenth century, from government reports 

and political pamphlets to novels and prose writings. All 

of these works consider what status workers should have as 

an emerging class, their obligations and duties in terms of 

their role within the social body, and the responsibilities 

inciambent on the governors of the society for the health 

and well-being of workers. By embodying the fears and 

hopes of the industrial epoch, workers both serve and 

threaten a national identity increasingly built around 

Britain's industrial prowess. 

In chapter one of my study, I compare Elizabeth 

Gaskell's 1848 novel Mary Barton and James Kay's 1832 

political pamphlet. The Moral and Physical Conditions of 

the Working Classes. In considering the problem of the 

worker, middle-class utilitarians such as Kay, who endorsed 

the tenets of political economy, differ sharply from 

working-class sympathizers such as Gaskell, who sought to 

reveal the plight of the worker. Nevertheless, each 

suggests that the charity of the wealthier classes should 

be an instriament to alleviate the worker's suffering and to 

improve his physical condition. Thus, both Gaskell and Kay 
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see paternalism as the means through which class conflict 

can be avoided. 

In chapter two, I discuss the problem the worker poses 

to representation, showing that he challenges the fiction 

of organic society by resisting definition and placement 

within it. Focusing on George Eliot's 1856 essay on Riehl, 

"A Natural History of German Life," I argue that through 

the construction of what she calls "incarnate history"—the 

living connection all social ranks have to the past—she 

determines the worker's status. For Eliot, the worker 

occupies a classification founded upon the natural laws 

governing the function of the social body. Eliot 

naturalizes a system of social stratification, seeing the 

worker as dependent upon unalterable laws that govern the 

healthy maintenance of society. In the second half of the 

chapter I show how Eliot's Adam Bede enacts what she 

considers to be a realistic portrayal of the worker. In 

contrast to the idealizations figured in popular 

iconography such as William Holman Hunt's The Hireling 

Shepherd^ Eliot calls for a realistic depiction of the 

worker as he actually exists "in all his coarse apathy . . 

. and suspicious selfishness." Eliot rejects the idyllic 

representation of the worker often demonstrated in the 

paintings she criticizes, yet reproduces this idealization 

in her characterization of Adam Bede, assimilating the 
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worker into a vision of progress and social organization to 

which he no longer poses a threat. 

Through an examination of Charlotte Bronte's Shirley 

(1849) and Frederick Engels' The Condition of the Working 

Class in England (1844) in chapter three, I explore how 

Bronte uses the figure of the worker to contemplate tyranny 

in the workplace and the home. I suggest that her focus on 

workers and factory life enables her to also consider the 

condition of family life and its similarly oppressive 

organization. The factory and the status of the worker 

function as a means to consider the problem of inequality 

in the structure of family hierarchy. I attempt to 

illustrate how BrontS provides a critique of family and 

paternal hierarchy that Engels, in spite of the often 

radical nature of his argijment, is unable to achieve. In 

addition, by examining Bronte's conflation of family and 

factory, I attempt to show that workers ventriloquize her 

concern about the status of women and illustrate how 

workers and women become implicated in a similar discourse 

of hxaman rights. This chapter also gives lae the 

opportmity to explore the investment of female novelists 

such as Bronte in issues of industrialism, to consider why 

women were motivated to write about workers in the 

Victorian period. 

The organization of the study and my choice of texts 
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require further comment. In examining texts from the early 

to the mid-Victorian period, I consider broadly how these 

works shifted their characterization of the worker from a 

dangerous threat in the work of James Kay and Elizabeth 

Gaskell to a heroic ideal and guarantor of British social 

order in George Eliot's prose and fiction. In addition, I 

consider how Charlotte Bronte uses the worker to address 

the problematic nature of paternalism in both the factory 

and the family. 

Only one of the texts I consider in my examination is 

a text unequivocally considered by critics to belong to the 

subgenre of the industrial novel, Gaskell's Mary Barton. 

Bronte's novel Shirley is sometimes included in the canon, 

but equally as often excluded since some critics regard the 

account of Luddism as incidental to the story.® George 

Eliot's Adam Bade, which does not include any industrial 

issues on the surface, has never been considered a part of 

this grouping. The study I undertake, then, is 

unconventional in its inclusions, but the choice of texts 

reflects my interest in examining the ubiquity of 

industrial issues to Victorian thinking, especially those 

associated with an emerging working class. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The Care and Maintenance of the Social Body: 

The Worker's Place in James Kay's 

The Moral and Physical Condition of the Working Classes 

and Elizabeth Gaskell's Mary Barton 

During the early Victorian period, readings of the 

worker's status with regard to industry fluctuated 

significantly from group to group. The solutions posed by 

middle class liberals such as James Kay (later Kay 

Shuttleworth) might differ sharply from those such as 

Elizabeth Gaskell who sympathized with the worker's plight. 

On the one hand, Kay's insistence that the deleterious 

effects produced by the factory system affecting the health 

of the worker may be removed represents a belief in the 

efficacy of small-scale reform and a faith in the doctrine 

of political economy. He argues in his 1832 pamphlet^. The 

Moral and Physical Condition of the Working Classes, that 

"evils" wrought through the system of manufacturing may be 

easily remedied through "judicious management."^ Such a view 

suggests that Kay consider the worker as an entity easily 

distinguished from the condition of his employment; the 

conditions that the worker labors under may be entirely 

separated from the unrestrained operation of industry. On 

the other hand, Gaskell views the evils experienced by the 
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working classes as intimately connected to the 

manufacturing system. She criticizes the system of trade 

and the laws of political economy endorsed by Kay. The 

willful ignorance of manufacturers, political economists 

and the like are responsible for the frustration that leads 

to working-class unrest. The conditions endured by the 

workers and their families—their starvation, their 

deplorable living conditions, "the pressure of want and 

despair," leading them to death prematurely—cause the 

narrator of Gaskell's novel Mary Barton (1848) to conclude 

at the end of an exhaustive chronicle of their suffering, 

"[C]an I wonder that many of them, in such times of misery 

and destitution, spoke and acted with ferocious 

precipitation?Gaskell poses this kind of rhetorical 

question throughout the novel, demonstrating the logic of 

the worker's point of view for her middle-class audience. 

In a letter to Mary Ewart, she defends the novel against 

the judgment of critics: "I can only say I wanted to 

represent the subject in the light in which some of the 

workmen certainly consider to be true . . . 

Although points of contention with regard to status of 

workers and the cause of their suffering exist between Kay 

and Gaskell, these writers are often oddly united in the 

resolutions they pose to class conflict.Both writers 

suggest that the charity of the wealthier classes should be 
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a means to alleviate workers' suffering and to improve 

their physical condition. Through the voice of factory-

hand John Barton, Gaskell suggests that the lapse of 

charitable action on the part of the higher classes has 

crucial consequences for the relations between the classes: 

"And what good have [gentlefolk] ever done me that I should 

like them? . . . If I am sick, do they come nurse me? If 

my child lies dying . . . does the rich man bring the wine 

or broth that might save his life? If I am out of work for 

weeks in the bad times . . . does the rich man share his 

plenty with me, as he ought to do. ..." (45). 

For both Gaskell and Kay, one of the deplorable 

results of industrial progress has been its effect on 

social relationships. The fluctuation produced by 

industrialization has thrown an ordered, organic society 

into such disarray, neither class knows its respective 

duties. Kay remarks on the status of these connections: 

"Few aged or decrepid pensioners now gratefully receive the 

visits of the higher classes—few of the poor seek counsel, 

the admonitions and the assistance of the rich in the 

period of the inevitable accidents of life" (48). Kay's 

criticism here closely resembles the critique of social 

relationships Gaskell voices through her character John 

Barton. He bemoans the loss of the same sort of charitable 

acts of which Barton complains. 
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Both Gaskell's novel and Kay's pamphlet represent 

responses to the decaying regard between rich and poor and 

each text works to show the necessity of organizing a 

society according to paternalistic principles. The 

practice of paternalistic ideals, or the "smile of charity 

and love," as Kay puts it, mitigates against the vengeful 

attitude represented by Barton, helping to expunge "the 

scowl of hatred" that disgruntled workers direct toward 

their social betters. The posing of charity as a solution 

on the part of both of these writers suggests that they 

view an amelioration of the worker's condition and the 

means through which class conflict can be avoided through 

the lens of paternalism.^^ In the offering of charitable 

aid, the wealthier classes maintain their political, 

social, and economic ascendancy, ensure the dependence and 

grateful regard of the working classes, and successfully 

avert the threat of revolution. 

Gaskell's novel Mary Barton and James Kay's pamphlet 

The Moral and Physical Condition of the Working Classes can 

be profitably considered together as important threads 

within the web of debate concerning the status and category 

of the worker in roughly the first half of the nineteenth 

century.Their theories regarding the worker and the 

material conditions surrounding him represent discursive 

strands that intersect, underscoring the use of a similar 
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rhetoric that relies on the logic of paternalism.^^ 
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The Moral and Physical Condition of the Working Classes 

In James Kay's preface to the second edition of The 

Moral and Physical Condition of the Working Classes, he 

reveals his understanding of social hierarchy in part 

through the way in which he defines history.^® In the 

preface, Kay asserts that history does not consist in a 

progression of disinterested facts but instead in a "moral 

sequence." He argues that history is comprised of events 

that reverberate, like a "pebble on the surface of the 

world disturb[ing] the planet." Historical events 

themselves have moral consequences and may indeed even be 

provoked by a greater moral sensibility governing their 

progress, a "presiding Providence" that can be associated 

with a "perpetual influence of a mighty source of moral 

causation." History proceeds from an origin authorized by 

Providence, who in Kay's biblical and apocalyptic 

description acts as a paternal figure dispensing justice to 

the humans indebted to Him for their creation and survival. 

This description parallels Kay's vision of a paternal 

government and society, in which the laboring classes 

depend upon the succor and guidance of the upper classes, 

relying on their charity and instruction as the protected 

flock of a shepherding Providence. As God guides His 

people, directing their lives and meting out the 
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consequences for their moral successes and failures, so do 

the governors of a paternal society. Kay writes, "The 

lives, the fortunes, and the liberties of the people may 

henceforth ... be entrusted to those who know their 

wants, sympathize with their distresses, and in whose 

experience, ability and integrity, they can repose the 

trust of devising the means of their relief" (13) . The 

governors of society bear the responsibility of elevating 

the poor morally and physically, educating them in the 

salubrious habits of domestic economy, exhorting them 

toward industry, and admonishing their tendencies toward 

vice. 

Kay's prophetic sense of history suggests that he 

believes it to function according to an inevitable plan. 

In turn this historical sensibility bolsters his logic 

concerning the stratification of society, also 

characterized by a predestined order. The events that 

constitute this design enable the justification of the 

scheme of social hierarchy. Kay characterizes the 

industrial epoch as a "restless era," yet demonstrates a 

belief in a historical moral ordering when he suggests that 

"every event combines to prove that we have arrived at a 

great political and moral crisis" (13). Kay's 

characterization of this historical moment appears to 

represent contradictory ideas: he suggests the era is 
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governed only by chaos, yet simultaneously maintains that 

events combine to logically fulfill historical design. But 

the contradictory characterization of history in which Kay 

engages justifies static class positionings in a hierarchy 

imbued with paternalist ideals. 

Kay attributes the restlessness of the era to two 

factors he believes are utterly separate: the accidental 

and removable effects of the manufacturing system and the 

ignorant, immoral habits of the laboring classes. As he 

suggests, "The evils here unreservedly exposed, so far from 

being the necessary consequences of the manufacturing 

system, have a remote and accidental origin, and might, by 

judicious management, be entirely removed" (15). The 

unstableness of this period is not due to any inherent 

social injustice or in the practices of manufacturers; 

instead, this instability demonstrates that the system of 

industry is yet imperfect—flawed by the laws that restrict 

free trade. These laws victimize the manufacturers and in 

turn the workers themselves: "Between the manufacturers of 

the country, staggering under the burdens of enormous 

taxation and a restricted commerce; between them and the 

labouring classes subjects of controversy have arisen . . . 

The burdens of trade diminish the profits of capital, 

and the wages of labour . . . " (9). For the situation of 

workers to improve, trade must be free. Kay advocates an 
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infusion of philanthropy into the relations between the 

classes, and their improvement must consist in not only 

physically elevating workers, but also in producing "a 

strong and permanent moral impression" on them (6). The 

successful imprinting of virtuous precepts upon workers 

stabilizes the moral order of society. This is crucial for 

Kay's sense of social organization. While trade and 

commercial prosperity may fluctuate and the material 

condition of workers with it, the system of social 

hierarchy must be actively retained. The benevolence of 

the ruling classes, the maintaining of the invisible tie, 

stretching like an umbilical cord between the ruling class 

and the worker, preserves the social order; it acts as a 

counterweight to the restlessness associated with 

industrial progress. The severing of this lifeline could 

result in the expression of convulsed agony and mute 

reproach by the working classes, who may finally find their 

voice in violent rebellion. 

Kay suggests that while some critics attribute the 

agitated state of the laboring classes to the influence of 

Chartist leaders who encourage machine breaking and violent 

demonstrations against manufacturers, the laboring classes 

are actually contented with the system of social hierarchy, 

"happy" in their position: "popular tiomults have been 

attributed, most unphilosophically ... to the instigation 
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of unprincipled leaders,—as though a happy people could 

love discord . . . . " (9). According to Kay's reasoning, 

workers' restlessness originates in their material 

suffering and moral ignorance and they rely on their social 

betters—manufacturers, gentry, and government 

representatives—to alleviate their distress. 

The restlessness of the era, then, results from a 

combination of factors—rapid industrialization and the bad 

habits of the laboring classes. These circumstances become 

fused, exacerbating the ill effects each produces and 

precipitating a crisis. The historical crisis itself 

provides a justification for an unequal political system 

since the habits of the poor themselves precipitate this 

event. The moral and physical debility that workers suffer 

makes the protection and leadership of the upper class 

requisite. Furthermore, the potential workers have to 

spread disease (explicitly cholera) to others justifies 

their subordinance. Kay's logic here defends the 

disenfranchisem.ent of workers and also suggests the purpose 

of social stratification. History's raison d'etre is the 

justification of social hierarchy. Events themselves are 

orchestrated to reveal the natural and even divine ordering 

of things. Historical incidents, such as the inception of 

cholera, illuminate the necessity of a static social 

hierarchy and the concomitant education of each class with 
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regard to its respective duties. 

Historical calamity, then, enables the governing 

classes to exercise their duties and justify their social 

positioning. As Kay indicates, "A new sphere is now opened 

. . . in which the most active benevolence may expand and 

exhaust itself." The visitation of cholera on the poor 

opens up a new domain for upper-class munificence. The 

fact that cholera afflicts mainly the lower classes allows 

him to assume that the bodies of the poor are diseased 

naturally—as afflicted members of the society, workers 

justify their social position and their status as objects 

of charity. Kay affirms, for example, that "the fatal 

visitations of Cholera are made in the houses of squalid 

poverty and reckless vice" (7). His biblical rhetoric 

suggests that Providence punishes the poor for their lack 

of industry and virtue by visiting a disease of plague-like 

proportions upon them. Yet such an occasion also 

illiaminates the importance of the roles within the social 

hierarchy. 

These historical events and their moral consequences 

have clear implications for the greater health of the 

social body, since "events acting on the human spirit, in 

proportion to their novelty and power, disturb, for good or 

for ill, the constitution of society." The moral 

consequences of disease, particularly cholera in Kay's 
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study, have ill effects on the poor to which they respond 

imprudently, because of what Kay dubs "their own ignorance 

or moral errors." The moral sequence that operates here, 

however, can be arrested by an adoption of values of 

"sobriety, prudence, industry, and forethought." A system 

of education set up for the poor, along with an eradication 

of other institutions regarded as obsolete by Kay, could 

result in the poor adopting such values, the practice of 

which would lead to "domestic happiness. 

In Kay's portrayal of it, disease critically redefines 

the divide between public and private. The consideration 

of the body of the worker causes this shift in meaning. 

Examined individually, the private habits of workers are 

merely barbarous and immoral, and differentiate them from 

the upper echelons of society, but when workers are 

considered in their relation to the body politic and appear 

as a group en masse, they become a public threat.^® Through 

his rhetoric, Kay implicitly reveals that the boundaries he 

imagines between public and private are fluid, as are the 

boxondaries between classes. 

Yet this fluidity troubles Kay, and he devotes much of 

his argument to suggesting how the natural divisions in the 

social hierarchy can be secured and reasserted, in order to 

prevent the spread of disease, and potentially the revolt 

of the people. Kay often exhorts the audience of the 
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pamphlet to awaken to the necessity of generous, charitable 

aid to the poor—aid which will not only alleviate 

suffering and prevent the spread of the disease, but also 

protect the positions of people in the higher classes: 

Though the political safety of the wealthy is truly 

endangered when the ignorance and immorality prevail 

amongst the poor, that fact is not rendered so 

apparent by daily and hourly illustration, as is the 

personal hazard, incurred by permitting municipal 

evils and barbarous manners to exist so generally as 

to invite the inroads, and encourage the progress of 

pestilence. This danger would certainly assume a more 

threatening aspect . . . were it known that once 

introduced the disease generally continues to lurk 

long in the places where it has appeared, still 

desolating the community, like the plague, with 

occasional bursts of epidemic violence. Cholera can 

only be eradicated by raising the physical and moral 

condition of the community, in such a degree as to 

remove the predisposition to its reception and 

propagation, which is created by poverty and 

immorality. (12) 

In this complex passage, Kay suggests the intimate 

connections that exist between the physical condition of 

the poor and the status of the body politic. Through the 
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poor's predisposition to immoral habits they subject 

themselves to a disease that renders them a public menace. 

According to Kay, the only way society can alleviate the 

havoc that the habits of the laboring population wreak on 

the public at large is through charitable acts which will 

"raise" the community of laborers and prevent them from 

spreading contagion throughout the social order. 

Kay's language here also suggests that he equates the 

political threat workers pose in terms of revolt with the 

physical threat they manifest in their bodies. After all, 

the political safety of the wealthy, like their physical 

health, is threatened by elements that are for Kay both 

potentially the origin of political unrest and the source 

of disease. Kay's elisions of the boundaries between the 

political and the physical become readily apparent when he 

uses rhetoric more appropriate to a description of a revolt 

than a portrayal of disease; he suggests that cholera can 

be characterized by "occasional bursts of epidemic 

violence." Significantly, Kay consistently attributes the 

propagation of disease among the workers as well as the 

fomenting of revolution to similar causes. Throughout the 

pamphlet he repeatedly indicates that poverty produces 

these problems and those elements crucially attendant upon 

it: ignorance and immorality. Workers' bodies thus doubly 

threaten the social body. 
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The danger posed by workers' bodies can only be 

contained through the reassertion of roles and 

responsibilities in a static social hierarchy. For Kay 

such reassertion represents the only solution to the 

problems attendant upon an industrializing society, because 

he views the static nature of social hierarchy as a crucial 

counterweight to a society that increasingly industrialized 

and characterized by a free market economy. He speaks of 

the "new sphere" opened because of developing manufacture 

and "the miseries of large masses of the operative body" 

that require alleviation not through the granting of the 

Charter, but through the expanded benevolence of both the 

manufacturers and the gentry. The idea of newness figures 

critically here since Kay's focus on it, as well as the 

expanded benevolence required in relation to this novelty, 

signals the production of ripples within the existing 

hierarchy that require stilling through redoubled 

charitable efforts. As Kay strenuously indicates: 

The good despaired that by their individual efforts 

they could relieve the miseries, which, in their 

errands of mercy, they beheld; and committees of 

inquiry sat only to lengthen the records of crime 

mendacity, ignorance and pauperism. One fact alone 

became prominent, that the united exertions of 

individual members of society were required, to 
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procure a moral and physical change in the community . 

. . . "  ( 1 2 ,  i t a l i c s  K a y ' s )  

In this passage, Kay describes the social ills accompanying 

industrial progress and the necessity for a rejuvenated 

form of charity in order to set the social hierarchy to 

rights. His emphasis on the necessity for the united 

exertion of individuals within the social body underscores 

his understanding of the social body as an entity that must 

function organically and as a whole, with the cooperation 

of all of its members. A moral and physical change within 

the community can only be produced within a society 

sensitive to the needs of its individual members; if apathy 

prevails then the health of the entire community is 

undermined. 

Kay exhorts the upper classes to benevolent action as 

a means to forestall the potentially destructive effects of 

industrial progress. As he suggests, "When we have equally 

to struggle against the besotted idolatry of ancient modes, 

which would retain error, and the headlong spirit of 

innovation, which, under the pretense of reforming, would 

destroy—now hurried wildly onwards to the rocks on which 

we may be crushed; between this Scylla and that Charybdis, 

shall we hesitate to guide this vessel of the state, by the 

power of enlightened popular opinion!" Kay implicitly 

indicates that the granting of enfranchisement for the 
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working classes is a solution ill suited to this historical 

moment. He represents the social order as one that could 

potentially be ripped apart by a sea of social discontent— 

the only way in which the social body as a whole can 

survive drowning amidst disease and revolt is through the 

stabilizing influence of a static social hierarchy. His 

solution reflects a compromise between the sense of duties 

and responsibilities maintained in a former era and the 

necessities mandated by an age characterized by industrial 

progress. The fluctuation introduced by industry and the 

vacillation of a free market must be counterbalanced by a 

society characterized by stable social roles. 

Kay articulates his solutions to social problems as a 

middle ground between "the besotted ancient modes" of the 

past and the "headlong innovation" that characterizes the 

present rate of industrial progress. On the one hand, Kay 

praises economic and industrial progress and sees free 

trade as a means to elevate the condition of the people: 

A system, which promotes the advance of civilization, 

and diffuses it over the world—which promises to 

maintain the peace of nations, by establishing a 

permanent natural law, founded on the benefits of 

commercial association, cannot be inconsistent with 

the happiness of the great mass of the people. There 

are men who believe that the labouring classes are 
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condemned for ever, by an inexorable fate# to the 

unmitigated curse of toil, scarcely rewarded by the 

bare necessities of existence .... Such an opinion 

might appear to receive gloomy confirmation, were we 

content with the evidence . . . derived only from the 

history ... of feudal institutions. No modern 

Rousseau rhapsodies on the happiness of the state of 

nature. Moral and physical degradation are 

inseparable from barbarism. The unsheltered, naked 

savage, starving on food common to the denizens of the 

wilderness, never knew the comforts contained in the 

most wretched cabin of our poor. (78) 

Here, Kay brings his notion of historical progress to bear 

on his sense of the value of economic and industrial 

progress. He identifies feudalism with a state of nature 

from which society has necessarily evolved. To advocate 

the suppression of free trade is to dwell unproductively in 

a feudal past and to countenance a kind of barbarism that 

threatens to stall the progress of civilization, as well as 

the movement of history itself. 

Kay insists that industry does not cause unlivable 

physical conditions for workers in which both their moral 

and physical condition become degraded; instead, it 

actually promotes an improvement of their physical 

condition. Manufacture requires some improvements, as Kay 
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concedes, yet it provides the means of a more comfortable 

existence for workers, especially when one compares it to 

the degraded drudgery forced upon them in the age of 

feudalism. For Kay, the improvements provided by the 

development of manufacture make the critics who deplore the 

condition of workers in a commercial society appear 

ridiculous in their nostalgia for a past both primitive and 

brutish. 

Kay views commercial prosperity and industrial 

progress as the fulfillment of historical design. Through 

the eyes of a stranger visiting Manchester he envisions 

"The sudden creation of the mighty system of commercial 

organization which covers this country, and stretches its 

arms to the most distant seas, attest[ing] to the power and 

dignity of man. Commerce, it appears to such a spectator, 

here gathers in her storehouses the productions of every 

clime, that she may minister to the happiness of a favoured 

race" (77). Commerce in this passage appears in the 

capacity of a mythological grace, visiting her favors and 

blessings upon a chosen people. Yet Kay's focus on the 

suddenness of such prosperity lends a tone of caution to a 

passage that otherwise seems to be celebratory. Such hasty 

commercial progress could have dire consequences for the 

social body unless economic growth is cotinterbalanced by 

keeping the existing social hierarchy intact. The grace 
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and favor of lady Coitunerce falls away when the spectator 

turns from the great capitalists, [and] contemplates 

the fearful strength only of that multitude of the 

labouring population, which lies like a slumbering 

giant at their feet. He has heard of the turbulent 

riots of the people—of machine breaking—of the 

secret and sullen organization which has suddenly lit 

the torch of incendiarism .... He remembers that 

political desperadoes have ever loved to tempt this 

population to the hazards of the swindling game of 

revolution, and have scarcely failed. In the midst of 

so much opulence, however, he has disbelieved the cry 

o f  n e e d .  ( 1 1 )  

Through the device of the spectator, Kay observes the 

dormant danger that lurks in the laboring population as a 

whole. To him, workers appear as a large body that 

threatens to topple the "monuments of fertile genius and 

successful design" erected by the capitalists (77) . Again, 

workers threaten the entire society through their physical 

presence en masse, endangering not only the integrity of 

social divisions but commerce as well. The image of 

workers as the body of a sleeping giant waiting to be 

awakened by the call of revolution suggests the potential 

destructiveness that they possess, but at the same time Kay 

makes it appear as if such incendiary potential is limited 
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to only a few unscrupulous men, the desperadoes who attempt 

to swindle naive laborers. This move enables Kay to 

rhetorically dissipate the threat that workers represent. 

Portraying them as a largely passive, happy people in need 

of benevolent attention serves him in his argument in favor 

of the maintenance of a social hierarchy. 

Kay's advocation of upper-class benevolence helps him 

demonstrate that the maintenance of a stable social order 

depends on a reliance on paternal models of governance, 

which, in Kay's view, serve a necessary and protective 

social function. As he suggests, 

Charity once extended an invisible chain of sympathy 

betw e e n  t h e  hi g h e r  a n d  lo w e r  r a n k s  o f  so c i e t y  . . . .  

Few aged or decrepid pensioners now gratefully receive 

the visits of the higher classes—few of the poor seek 

the counsel, the admonitions, and the assistance of 

the rich in the period of the inevitable accidents of 

life. . . . This disruption of the natural ties has 

created a wide gulph between the higher and lower 

orders of the community, across which, the scowl of 

hatred banishes the smile of charity and love. (48) 

Kay has praised unrestrained enterprise and progress 

throughout the pamphlet, but here laments the loss of 

paternal benevolence, a characteristic of relations between 

the classes in a former age. Kay makes clear that he 
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wishes for the social hierarchy and the social duties 

inherent in its organization to be maintained. His 

selection of such adjectives as "natural" to describe the 

ties between the classes suggest that a familial 

relationship between classes exists and should not be 

disrupted in the name of progress. While Kay criticizes 

the barbarity of feudal society throughout the pamphlet and 

represents Rosseau's noble savage as a naive dream, he 

contradictorily views the maintenance of a social order, 

organized according to relationships he construes as 

natural, as necessary to the endurance of the society. 

Kay imagines the social ordering of the world to 

represent qualities exactly opposite to the laws governing 

economics and industrial progress. As he remarks, "The 

social body cannot be constructed like a machine, on 

abstract principles which merely include physical motions, 

and their numerical results in the production of wealth. 

The mutual relation of men is not merely dynamical, nor can 

the composition of their forces be subjected to a purely 

mathematical calculation" (63). Kay envisions the social 

body as having organic attributes counter to the 

mechanistic laws characterizing political economy. His 

celebration of commerce and use of the logic of political 

economy elsewhere in the pamphlet suggests that he endorses 

the tenets of such a system; however, he deems the sphere 
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of economics as utterly separate from the sphere of social 

relationships. 

Kay believes that the problems associated with 

workers' material condition can be alleviated with a 

combination of charity and education. Through education, 

workers may be materially and morally elevated. Education 

for workers, then, is not intended to raise them to the 

status of their social betters, but to serve as a mechanism 

that both assures and justifies their present status. As 

Kay indicates, "The preservation of internal peace, not 

less than the improvement of our national institutions, 

depends upon the education of the working classes" (95). 

Education diffuses the potential for working-class revolt 

and provides an opportunity for workers to understand their 

crucial role in national progress. Like the lessons 

provided by history, education would offer workers * a 

similar awareness of their social position. Kay explains 

that "the fountains of English literature" need to be made 

available to the poor: "the works of our reformers, our 

patriots, and our confessors—the exhaustless sources of 

all that is pure and holy, and of good report . . . . " 

(94). Access to these texts provides a means for poor 

workers to comprehend and accept their social status. Kay 

uses a religious rhetoric to describe the texts in which he 

wants the poor to have instruction, ones that support 
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patriotic attitudes and embody a holiness that renders them 

unimpeachable. Kay's description of these texts in terms 

of their sacredness suggests that he believes they have a 

purpose that transcends the vicissitudes of economic and 

political life. This literature acts as a kind of social 

glue, binding the social hierarchy together through the 

patriotic and nationalistic ideals celebrated in them, 

protecting the social order from disruptions of its 

internal peace. 

Furthermore, Kay argues that "a system of education so 

extensive and liberal as to supply the wants of the whole 

labouring population must be introduced. Ignorance is 

twice a curse. First from its naturally debasing effects, 

and then because rendering its victim insensible to his own 

fate, he endures it with supine apathy. The ignorant, are, 

therefore, properly, the care of the state" (93). Kay 

indicates that ignorance provides the purpose for 

education, but more significantly, like history, it also 

provides the raison d'etre of social hierarchy. According 

to his solipsistic logic, the poor exist in a state of 

ignorance and require training, both moral and otherwise; 

workers' imbecility in turn provides a justification for a 

social hierarchy in which they cannot merely be responsible 

for themselves, but instead depend on their social betters 

for their well-being. The problem Kay has in maintaining 



45 

this logic occurs because of workers' anomalous social and 

economic position. The issues and challenges clustering 

around industrialism introduce a novel category of class 

that writers like Kay attempt to define and fix to a social 

hierarchy that remains conservative. In his pamphlet, Kay 

reveals the necessary shifts that industrialism forces to 

take place as well as an interpenetration of the social 

hierarchy and the economic sphere that he is loathe to see. 

To admit that social and economic factors somehow influence 

one another, to suggest economic justice depends upon 

social justice, would be equal to conceding that the only 

fair means to deal with working classes is through their 

enfranchisement. 

As a result of the anomalous position workers have in 

an industrial society and the challenge their bodies pose 

to the social order, Kay makes a number of contradictory 

assertions concerning the duties of workers and the 

responsibilities incumbent on their social betters. On the 

one hand, Kay wants to assert the dependence of workers in 

a paternalistic society since such a reliance would justify 

their continued subordinate social status and most 

importantly provide a counterweight to the disturbances and 

fluctuations associated with an evolving industrial 

society. The ignorance of a laboring population 

"perpetuates . . . prejudice and errors," interfering with 
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the "just exercise of authority" (95) . Workers require 

guidance: "That good government may be stable, the people 

must be so instructed, that they may love that which they 

know to be right." The stability of the government depends 

upon a tractable population of workers who accept the 

necessity of their subordination. 

On the other hand, Kay needs to assert simultaneously 

that workers do not constitute a population overly 

dependent on the charity of their betters. Kay attempts to 

deflect the notion that the upper classes, which include 

industrialists, bear a considerable responsibility for the 

condition of the working classes; to admit this would be 

tantamount to acknowledging that the material conditions 

oppressing the working-classes are not accidental, but 

rather result from an unequal system that forces this 

condition upon them. Furthermore, the maintenance of some 

of the beliefs Kay shares with political economists depends 

upon his view that the laws of economics are sundered from 

social factors. As a result of the position Kay wishes to 

take and his desire to abdicate some of the responsibility 

for the poor conditions tinder which the working classes 

suffer, he must contend that the worker functions as an 

architect of his own forttone in an era of commercial 

prosperity. 

Yet in theorizing upon the reformation of the poor 
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laws, Kay suggests that the overseers of the workhouse 

should be made "the means of instructing the poor, that 

every labourer is the surest architect of his own fortune— 

by constituting them the patrons of virtue and the censors 

of vice, and besides being the almoners of public charity, 

the sources of a powerful moral agency—much good might be 

effected" (51). This passage crystallizes the challenge 

workers pose to the social hierarchy that Kay wishes to 

maintain; it also represents their fundamentally 

contradictory position within society. Overseers act as 

patron saints of virtue, modeling morally correct behavior 

and functioning as conduits for the authority of the state. 

The direction for workers' moral and material existence is 

not derived from their own impetus and design; rather, the 

state in loco parentis acts as the agent to which workers 

are indebted for their improvement. An insistence that 

supposedly independent workers require paternal management 

belies the possibility of their functioning as architects 

of their own fortune. 

The nurturing of poor workers' intellect, temperament, 

and moral inclinations has two desirable effects: first, it 

assures an ideological management that diffuses 

incendiarism; second, it guarantees the productive 

functioning of the social body, fostering its health and 

protecting it from the threat infectious workers could 
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pose. As Kay represents it/ 

Even our national power rests on this basis, which 

power is sustained "not so much by the number of 

people, as by the ability and character of that 

people;" and we should tremble to behold the excellent 

brightness and terrible foirm of a great nation, 

resting . . . on a population in which the elements of 

strength and weakness are so commingled, as to ensnare 

the dissolution of every cohesive principle, in that 

portion of society, which is thus not inaptly 

portrayed by the feet which were part of iron and part 

of clay. (97) 

In this passage, Kay depicts both the power and the fear 

that the working classes embody for liberal and 

conservative reformers alike. They act as a site onto 

which critics like Kay project their anxieties concerning 

the development of a new era and the changes and challenges 

attendant upon it. Industrialism provokes critics such as 

Kay to reconsider the meaning of social relationships and 

this new variable may shift their definitions. The 

pamphlet represents this alteration by showing workers to 

exist in two simultaneously different conditions: 

independent and dependent. Kay represents this 

compellingly through his use of the social body as a 

metaphor—the working classes constitute the feet of the 
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organism in the midst of their development—between the 

resistance of iron and the malleability of clay. Kay reads 

the pliable nature of the working classes at this stage of 

their social evolution as a crucial point at which the 

paternal state needs to intervene and direct its growth. 

Such an intervention protects the society against the 

"dissolution of every cohesive principle." 

While Kay relies on feudal notions of hierarchy 

throughout the pamphlet, suggesting that a static ontology 

of relationships preserve the social order, his 

consideration of industrialism and its effects on material 

conditions discloses that finally, for ill or good, the 

social body is an organism in the throes of evolution. 

From Kay's point of view, the working classes represent the 

part of the social order experiencing the most violent of 

growing pains. His rhetorical purpose is to demonstrate 

the necessity of arresting the development of the volatile 

temperament of workers and channeling it into the 

construction of a sturdy set of feet, which, if clad in 

iron, cannot run away. 
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Mary Barton 

In a fashion similar to Kay, Gaskell illustrates the 

necessity for a combination of charitable action and 

education, both directed toward the development of the 

worker as a morally and thus socially responsible member of 

the social body. Both Gaskell and Kay use the concept of 

the compromised boundary between public and private; yet 

for Gaskell, the permeability of this divide indicates the 

degree to which workers suffer, and she chronicles that 

suffering to illustrate the necessity of legislative 

action. Although both Kay and Gaskell believe that the 

existing social hierarchy should remain intact, they 

disagree concerning whom to blame for workers' conditions. 

Kay mainly blames workers for the problems they have, 

suggesting that their own moral deviations cause their 

suffering. As I have attempted to show, this is crucial to 

Kay's sense of maintaining the boundaries between the 

public and private divide. Separating workers' 

difficulties out from any potential pioblic responsibility 

(except through some limited form of charitable aid) 

enables him to maintain his laissez-faire stance with 

regard to trade. Gaskell, on the other hand, makes no such 

allegiances to the ideas governing free trade, claiming in 

her preface, "I know nothing of Political Economy." While 
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some critics have read this assertion of hers as a nod to 

female modesty (which she hopes to maintain despite the 

publicity due to her position as a novelist) this statement 

also represents a distrust concerning theories of trade. 

Her declaration illustrates the separation of her purpose 

from Kay's. GasJcell's purpose in writing the novel is 

ultimately to present a portrait of working class suffering 

that will evoke charitable aid. 

In the preface to Mary Barton, Gaskell summons her 

middle-class audience to an awareness of the problems 

besetting the working classes that she had the opportunity 

to observe in Manchester. Some responsibility must be 

taken for the "lottery-like nature" of the lives of the 

working classes, men who have helped build the fortunes of 

their masters. Gaskell's role as an artist in this context 

is to tell the truth: 

to give some utterance to the agony which, from time 

to time, convulses this diomb people; the agony of 

suffering without the sympathy of the happy, or of 

erroneously believing that such is the case. If it be 

an error, that the woes, which come with ever-

returning tide-like flood to overwhelm the workmen in 

our manufacturing towns, pass unregarded by all but 

the sufferers . . . that whatever public effort can do 

by the way of legislation, or private effort in the 
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way of merciful deeds . . . should be done, and that 

spee d i l y  . . . .  (38) 

Gaskell engages in a bit of diplomacy here, giving those 

with the power to better the condition of the workers the 

benefit of the doubt. She speaks on behalf of the people, 

voicing their concerns, but at the same time, she maintains 

an awareness of her middle-class audience—composed 

partially of manufacturers—suggesting that the judgment 

concerning the apparent lack of sympathy on the part of the 

manufacturing classes may have been precipitate. 

Though Gaskell focuses on the status of workers with 

regard to their moral and physical conditions as Kay does 

in his study, she does so almost wholly from the point of 

view of workers. She speaks instead of these "dumb people" 

whose agony renders them inarticulate. Unlike Kay, she 

does not insist on a strict demarcation from the conditions 

of employment and the social condition of the worker 

himself; rather, she sympathizes with the Chartist 

enterprise and the mutuality fostered among members of the 

working classes. As she remarks in a letter to her 

publisher Edward Chapman, "I cannot help fancying that the 

tenor of my tale is such as to excite attention at the 

present time of struggle on the part of the work people to 

obtain what they esteem their rights" (60). This comment 

casts an important light on Gaskell's iiatentions in 
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representing workers in her novel. She does not merely 

write to portray the conditions under which the working 

class labors and to suggest the necessity of certain 

reforms; rather, as her comment suggests, she writes to 

"excite" public attention for the cause of the Charter. 

Yet Gaskell shifts the purpose of the book from 

garnering support for Chartism to calling for charitable 

reforms that alleviate working-class distress and thus 

diminish the potential for a bloody revolution. In the 

last paragraph of her preface, in which she contextualizes 

the working-class suffering within the series of 

continental revolutions taking place in 1848, Gaskell's 

insistence on the social responsibility takes on an ominous 

cast. As she remarks, "[T]he idea I have formed of the 

state of feeling among too many of the factory-people in 

Manchester, and which I endeavored to represent in this 

tale . . . has received some confirmation from the events 

which have so recently occurred among a similar class on 

the Continent" (38) . Unlike the letter that describes the 

purpose of her novel to Chapman, her intent in the preface 

is not to excite attention on behalf of workers' rights; 

instead, she warns of the necessity for reconciliation 

between men and masters. Furthermore, she represents the 

workers' views of their own condition as potentially 

distorted. Convulsed by agony, these dxamb people may 
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erroneously believe that they suffer without sympathy. The 

cost of continuing to ignore the suffering and the anger it 

engenders may be to enable revolution. In a letter that 

Thomas Carlyle wrote to her upon the publication of her 

novel, he understands the novel's purpose: 

I gratefully accept it as a real contribution (about 

the first real one) towards developing a huge siibject, 

which has lain dumb too long, and really ought to 

speak for itself, and tell us its meaning a little, if 

there be any voice in it at all. Speech or literature 

(which is, or should be, select speech) could hardly 

find a more rational function, I think, at present. 

In the language of this passage, Carlyle conflates the 

worker with the work of the novel. The worker in this 

context represents the "huge subject," a vast area of 

inquiry that has yet to be explored. Carlyle views 

Gaskell's project as one of the first attempts to give 

voice to this new social creature. He reproduces Gaskell's 

sense that perhaps the worker's rage makes him speechless; 

one must then approach the subject and status of the worker 

in a reasonable and "rational" fashion. 

Carlyle's reading of Gaskell's project makes clear 

that the meaning of the worker's status has not been fully 

explored and the worker himself remains in a state of diimb 

infancy, not yet able to articulate his demands. Carlyle 
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and Gaskell use descriptions of the worker's status 

reminiscent of the portrayal of the creature selfishly 

fashioned by his creator in Frankenstein. Both of these 

writers demonstrate the need for moral and social 

responsibility advocated by Mary Shelley in her novel. 

Gaskell makes the parallel between the working class and 

Frankenstein's creature explicit. In a description of the 

desperate state of John Barton, Gaskell remarks: 

The actions of the uneducated seem to me typified in 

those of Frankenstein, that monster of many human 

qualities, ungifted with a soul, a knowledge of good 

and evil. The people rise up to life; they irritate 

us, they terrify us, they become our enemies. Then, 

in the sorrowful moment of our triiamphant power, their 

eyes gaze on us with a mute reproach. Why have we 

made them what they are; a powerful monster, yet 

without the inner means for peace and happiness? (220) 

Gaskell's musings are similar to those of Kay, who makes an 

argument for the necessity of more benevolence by the 

ruling classes on behalf of the working classes. Gaskell 

makes a specific plea here for the education of the 

workers, an idea that her husband William endorsed and 

practiced as an educator of them himself. The passage 

demonstrates Gaskell's belief that the interests of 

manufacturers and the making of their fortunes rely on a 
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use of the working classes; manufacturers' callous 

employment of workers suggests that they bear a moral 

responsibility for their suffering. It is this misery that 

has made workers as a group a dangerous and "powerful 

monster." Working-class distress and employer indifference 

represent a volatile combination created by the denial of 

certain social privileges—such as education. Through 

Gaskell's use of the Frankenstein metaphor, she implies 

that the lack of paternal organization will provoke the 

defiant child to rebel, to "rise up," to "terrify," and to 

lay society to waste. 

In Gaskell's view, the material conditions responsible 

for workers' suffering spur them toward violent rebellion. 

Unlike Kay, Gaskell suggests that environmental factors 

cause working-class unrest.The material conditions 

leading to worker impoverishment potentially cause them to 

form poor habits that affect the well being of the social 

body. Gaskell concerns herself less with demonstrating how 

workers' bodies threaten the social body through contagion 

and more with considering how poverty, if not assuaged, 

leads to violent desperation among the working classes. 

For Gaskell, the impetus for working-class support of the 

Charter comes from the privations endured by poor laborers; 

the issue raised by the advocation of the Charter is not 

really one of equal rights, but a knife and fork question. 
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as it was sometimes referred to. She indicates as much 

through the voice of John Barton, just before his departure 

to London as a Chartist delegate petitioning Parliament: 

I'm afeard, neighbours . . . I've not much chance o' 

telling 'em all yo say; what I think on, is just 

speaking out about the distress, that they say is 

nought. When they hear o' children born on wet flags, 

without a rag t' cover 'em, or a bit o' food for th' 

mother; when they hear of folk lying down to die i' 

th' streets, or hiding their want i' some hole o' a 

cellar till death come to set 'em free; and when they 

hear of all this plague pestilence and famine, they'll 

surely do somewhat wiser than we can guess at now. 

(130) 

Gaskell illustrates that workers' concerns about their 

social positions are not necessarily related to a desire 

for enfranchisement; instead, poor laborers desire 

recognition and alleviation of their suffering. For 

workers, this concern, as Gaskell subtly points out, is a 

function of the position they hold as dependents in a 

static social hierarchy. In other words, the Charter 

enables workers to receive recognition for their 

afflictions, and, as such, acts as part of the warning to 

the social body that some of its members are in distress. 

Through John Barton's statement of hope concerning the 
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wisdom of the governing classes, Gaskell indicates that 

workers have a trust in the existing order of society and 

in the ability of the higher orders to use charity to 

alleviate the suffering of their poor dependents. 

According to Gaskell, if the governing classes fail to 

heed the warning sounded by workers through their 

suffering, violence may result. In this way that Gaskell 

illustrates the same concern related to the public/private 

divide that Kay articulates in his pamphlet. The worker's 

body has the potential to introduce violent chaos into the 

social body itself if his physical misery goes 

unrecognized. Gaskell reads the permeability of the 

boundary between public and private as a signal of distress 

in the social order. Acts of benevolence and the 

application of values indebted to paternalism help to set 

the social hierarchy to rights. Paternalism becomes the 

means through which such disruptiveness is assuaged. The 

physical body of the worker acts as a barometer for the 

social body—in this sense the worker's body serves the 

same purpose for Gaskell as it does for Kay; it indicates 

the intensity of fluctuation that industry and its effects 

introduce to the social body, potentially disrupting a 

natural and healthy hierarchy. 

To illustrate the effects of this compromised divide 

between public and private on the social body, Gaskell 
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gradually charts the Bartons' slide into irredeemable 

poverty, demonstrating the dire effects of "progress" with 

regard to the domestic sphere. At the beginning of the 

novel, the Bartons, although laborers, enjoy a comfortable 

existence. Gaskell illustrates this ease by introducing 

her audience to the family while they take a day of leisure 

in the countryside: "I do not know whether it was a 

holiday granted by the masters, or a holiday seized in 

right of nature and her beautiful spring time by the 

workmen but one afternoon . . . these fields were much 

thronged." (41). If the masters are responsible for giving 

the workers a holiday, such a gesture signals the 

prosperity of industry from which the workers benefit. Or, 

if the workers do seize the day themselves, this suggests 

that they enjoy a comfortable enough position in order to 

do so. 

Gaskell more fully portrays the relative prosperity 

enjoyed by the Bartons through a detailed description of 

their domestic space. As a finale to their outdoor 

holiday, the Bartons invite their friends over for tea, and 

in the description that follows, Gaskell not only offers 

her readers a sense of the Bartons* domestic comfort, but 

also implies that their household comfort is conducive to 

the expression of hospitality and mutuality among members 

of the laboring classes: 
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Mrs. Barton produced the key of the door from her 

pocket; and on entering the houseplace it seemed as if 

they were in total darkness . . . John Barton 

immediately applied himself to break up [the coals] 

and the effect instantly produced was warm and glowing 

light in every corner of the room. To add to this . . 

. Mrs. Barton lighted a dip by sticking it in the 

fire, and having it placed satisfactorily in a tin 

candlestick, began to look further about her, 

hospitable thoughts intent. The room was tolerably 

large and possessed many conveniences. On the right 

side of the door, as you entered, was a longish 

window. ... On each side of this hung blue-and-

white check curtains, which were now drawn, to shut in 

the friends met to enjoy themselves. ... In the 

corner between the fire-side was a cupboard, 

apparently full of plates and dishes, cups and 

saucers, and some more . . . articles, for which one 

would have fancied their possessors could find no use-

-such as triangular pieces of glass to save carving 

knives and forks from dirtying table-cloths. . . .[I]t 

was evident that Mrs. Barton was proud of her crockery 

and glass, for she left her cupboard open, with a 

glance around of satisfaction and pleasure. (49) 

This passage illustrates the plenty of the Barton 
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household, and more importantly depicts the gratification 

the family takes in its cozy home. The house-proud Mrs. 

Barton takes special pleasure in her domestic accessories, 

as well as in her ability to show her home and entertain 

guests. Gaskell uses images of plenty, such as coal fires 

and full cupboards, to emphasize the contrast with the 

Bartons* future poverty. 

In further description, Gaskell comments that "the 

place seemed almost crammed with furniture (a sure sign of 

good times among the mills)." This remark suggests the 

contingency of workers' prosperity upon fluctuations with 

regard to trade. Gaskell underscores the instability of 

workers' material and moral existence by showing throughout 

the course of the novel that the plenty the Bartons' enjoy, 

a bounty that enables them to have a quality of life in 

which sympathetic relationships and Christian values may 

flourish, ultimately depends on a steady market, which, 

because of industry and the laws of free trade, will 

fluctuate. The material existence of workers dictates the 

quality of their moral character. A worker forced to 

endure privations because of market fluctuation will 

express the effects of this through immoral habits and even 

violence. 

Throughout Mary Barton, Gaskell shows that the 

vacillations between prosperity and want associated with 
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industrial progress compromise the integrity of the 

boundary between public and private, threatening the 

sanctity of domestic space and resulting in a neglect of 

the virtues and frugalities of domestic life. She warns 

that the prosperity for working-class families such as the 

Bartons may be on the wane: "As the cold bleak spring came 

on (spring, in name alone), and consequently as trade 

continued dead . . . mills shortened hours, turned off 

hands, and finally stopped work altogether" (96). The 

change in fortune forces workers into unlivable 

circumstances that make even the simplest domesticities 

luxuries that they can ill afford. Gaskell illuminates the 

implications of this in gruesome detail when John Barton 

and George Wilson visit the Davenports* home, the residence 

of an entire family ridden with disease and hunger: 

You went down one step down from the foul area into 

the cellar in which a family of human beings lived. 

It was very dark inside. The window-panes were many 

of them broken and stuffed with rags ....[T]he 

smell was so foetid as to almost knock the two men 

down. . . . [T]hey began to penetrate the thick 

darkness of the place, and to see three or four little 

children rolling on the damp, nay wet, brick floor, 

through which the stagnant, filthy moisture of the 

street oozed up; the fire-place was empty and black; 
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the wife sat on her husband's chair, and cried in the 

dank loneliness. (98) 

This passage markedly contrasts the one Gaskell writes 

concerning the domestic details of the Bartons* home during 

prosperous times. As opposed to the light of the cheery 

hearth in the Bartons' home, only dank darkness exists in 

the Davenports' abode. The physical condition of this 

residence causes the festering of disease that afflicts 

members of the Davenport family. Gaskell demonstrates that 

the material condition of the house exacerbates disease and 

poor habits among its inmates. As she suggests, "'The 

fever' was . . . of a low, putrid, typhoid kind, brought on 

by miserable living, filthy neighborhood, and great 

depression of mind and body" (99). 

The failure of paternalist protection is to blame 

for the condition under which this family eventually 

collapses. Gaskell shows that the neglect of poor workers 

on the part of the upper classes is a commonly recognized 

fact among the workers themselves. As John Barton 

complains. 

And what good have [gentlefolk] done me that I should 

like them? . . . If I am sick, do they come and nurse 

me? ... If I am out of work for weeks in the bad 

times, and winter comes, with black frost, and keen 

east wind, and there is no coal for the grate, and no 
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clothes for the bed, and thin bones are seen through 

the ragged clothes, does the rich man share his plenty 

with me, as he ought to do, if his religion was not a 

hiambug? (45) 

Gaskell demonstrates that according to the point of view of 

the workers, a lapse in putting paternalist values to work 

exacerbates their suffering. Through Barton's perspective, 

she illustrates her point that industrial progress has 

thrown a natural, organic social hierarchy into disarray. 

The failure to heed the values supposedly governing the 

social hierarchy results in the poor's inability to obtain 

succor from the class on whose charity they should be able 

to depend, especially during bad times. 

Gaskell makes the neglect workers experience seem more 

pernicious by showing the reader that the upper classes can 

well afford to assist them in a crisis. When John Barton 

goes on an errand to procure medicine for the deathly ill 

Ben Davenport, he is struck by "the contrast between the 

well-filled, well-lighted shops and the dim gloomy cellar, 

and it made him moody that such contrasts should exist" 

(101). The working-class sense of these disparities leads 

to the formation of hostility that ultimately causes the 

classes to become dangerously alienated from one another. 

Gaskell depicts the progress of Barton's growing resentment 

of perceived inequalities and the volatility that results 
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from it; she carefully explains the logic of this class 

resentment from his point of view: 

it is a bewildering thing to the poor weaver to see 

his employer removing from house to house, each one 

grander than the last, till he ends in building one 

more magnificent than all, or withdraws his money from 

the concern, or sells his mill to buy an estate in the 

country, while all the time the weaver, who thinks he 

is the real maker of this wealth, is struggling on for 

bread for their children, through the vicissitudes of 

lowered wages, short hours, fewer hands employed, &c. 

(59) 

By providing an understanding of the worker's reasoning 

concerning the laws governing free trade, Gaskell hopes to 

gain sympathy for his plight from her audience of governing 

classes. In speaking for the worker, Gaskell seeks to 

provide a rationale that ultimately leads workers to the 

desperation that Chartists represent. Gaskell's effort 

here represents a plea, not unlike Kay's, for the necessity 

of the rich to maintain a charitable attitude toward the 

poor. Yet while Kay celebrates industry and makes 

elaborate attempts to show that the operation of industry 

and the material condition of the worker are separate, 

Gaskell's analysis underscores the cyclic rather than the 

progressive dynamic of industry and the selfishness of a 
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society given over to the business of money-making, whose 

governing members would rather lavish their wealth on 

opulent homes than fulfill their obligations to their 

dependents. 

Gaskell illustrates the cost of this neglect through 

the Bartons' decline into poverty. The privations the 

Bartons' endure eventually lead to the moral breakdown of 

individual character. The dignity of the Barton family is 

taken away piecemeal, just as they sell off furniture and 

other domestic items one by one to fend off starvation: 

by degrees the house was stripped of its little 

ornaments. Some were broken; and the odd twopences 

and threepence wanted to pay for their repairs, were 

required for the far sterner necessity of food. And 

by-and-by Mary began to part with other superfluities 

at the pawn-shop. The smart tea-tray, and tea-caddy, 

long and carefully kept, went for bread for her father 

.... Then the blankets went . . . . [I]t was all 

soon gone; and she looked around the room to crib it 

of its few remaining ornaments. (159) 

The house, once crammed with furniture becomes denuded of 

the accessories that made it a haven for sympathy and 

domestic happiness. For Gaskell, the stripping off of 

these domesticities, anchoring the worker to society in a 

positive fashion, has crucial consequences for the worker's 
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physical and moral disposition. The maintenance of the 

domestic sphere is crucial to the preservation of the 

social hierarchy. If a sympathetic domestic environment is 

threatened, this may have consequences for the social body 

at large. In Gaskell's novel the death of Mrs. Barton 

initiates this threat, and the demise of her as guardian of 

this space inaugurates a downward spiral that culminates in 

John Barton's act of murderous violence—one that has 

tremendous public ramifications in the novel. Upon the 

death of Mrs. Barton, John Barton undergoes a marked 

alteration: "One of the ties which bound him down to the 

gentle humanities of earth was loosened, and henceforward 

the neighbours all remarked he was a changed man." 

Without a home, John Barton is cast into a sea of 

social discontent, and the gradual losses of domesticities 

correspond to his loss of dignity and growing class 

resentment. As John Barton tries to stave off starvation 

he is only too aware that while he "loiters away his 

unemployed time," and thinks of "wailing children asking in 

vain for . . . food, or the sinking health, of the dying 

life of those near and dear to him," "[c]arriages still 

roll along the streets, concerts still crowded by 

subscribers, the shops for expensive liixuries still find 

daily customers . . . " (59). This contrast, along with 

the inability to find work, results in the desperation 
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that Gaskell associates with Chartists. As Gaskell remarks 

to her readers: "You can fancy now the hoards of vengeance 

in his heart against the employers. For there are never 

wanting those who . . . find it in their interest to 

cherish such feelings; who know how and when to rouse the 

dangerous power at their command . . . " (61). 

Gaskell views Chartist leaders in terms similar to 

Kay's. Chartism, rather than representing the views of the 

majority of the working classes, constitutes a fringe 

movement that exploits starving workers, preys on their 

vulnerabilities, and threatens the well-being of the 

society at large. Chartists victimize honest workmen like 

Barton, inflaming them with the kind of resentment that 

causes him to ask, "Why should he alone suffer from bad 

times?" (60). While Gaskell does not endorse such a 

viewpoint, she uses it to motivate her audience to 

understand the necessity of charitable aid, not only to 

alleviate suffering, but also to thwart the threat of 

violence caused by such desperation. Gaskell pleads the 

case for the woes of workers by asking her audience to 

understand the reasoning, however misguided, behind violent 

acts perpetrated by workers. To account for the 

retaliatory sentiment embodied in Barton's question she 

explains: "I know that this is really not the case; and I 

know what is the truth in such matters; but what I wish to 
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impress is what the workman feels and thinks. True, that 

with child-like improvidence, good times will often 

dissipate his griambling, and make him forget all prudence 

and foresight" (60). Again, Gaskell foregrounds her 

purpose. While she represents more sympathy for the plight 

of the worker than Kay, her aim is similar; in impressing 

upon the reader what the workman feels and thinks, she 

takes up a position of advocacy in relation to him. 

Gaskell speaks on behalf of the worker since he cannot 

speak for himself; he relies on the patronage of others to 

help interpret the meaning of his thoughtless and sometimes 

violent actions. In her description of the worker as 

child-like and improvident, she draws on a Malthusian logic 

concerning the worker's behavior; in representing him as 

such, she illustrates that the worker requires both the 

instruction of the governing classes to understand the 

consequences of his improvidence and their charitable aid 

when his suffering becomes too great. 

While Gaskell advocates sympathy for the problems of 

workers more strenuously than Kay, her novel makes clear 

that she holds similar opinions with regard to the 

necessarily static nature of relationships between classes. 

Measures inspired by paternalist values and ideals need to 

be implemented to maintain order in a society rocked by 

industrial strife. She shows that dire consequences result 
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if the governing classes do not take up protective 

paternalist measures, suggesting to her readers that 

It need excite no surprise ... to learn that a bad 

feeling between the workmen and the upper-classes 

became very strong in this season of privation. . . . 

The most deplorable and enduring evil that arose out 

of the period of commercial depression to which I 

refer, was this feeling of alienation between the 

different classes of society. (126) 

What is striking about Gaskell's reasoning is that the 

material suffering of workers in itself does not concern 

her as much as the cause of the suffering. As she remarks, 

the most deplorable and enduring evil is not the want and 

starvation suffered by workers, but the disturbance of a 

social hierarchy that she perceives as organic and natural. 

The upper-class neglect of social duty leads to a 

violent breach of the boundaries between public and 

private. Before the murder of Carson's son, the victims of 

this neglect were the poor themselves. Through the murder 

of Harry Carson, Gaskell illustrates how tenuous workers' 

physical acts of violence make the boundary between public 

and private. Gaskell's plotting of the murder of a 

manufacturer's son by a disaffected Chartist highlights the 

threat that workers' bodies may pose to the social order. 

In this way, her conception of the violence with which 
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workers menace other classes in an era of industrialism 

allies her with Kay. In the same fashion in which workers 

endanger the wealthy even in their own homes in Kay's 

pamphlet, Gaskell's John Barton is driven to murder an 

upper-class man he partly blames for his suffering. For 

Gaskell and Kay, unreasonable, violent acts are the results 

of Chartism, and the inflammation of class resentment 

represents the movement's only purpose. 

Gaskell demonstrates that workers' bodies impinge most 

dangerously upon the upper-class milieu when members of 

that class ignore the needs of workers in times of crisis; 

workers also pose a threat that results from an upper-class 

neglect of workers' education. If the upper classes ignore 

the suffering of workers, neglecting their duties as social 

betters, and persist in enabling workers to remain 

uninformed and uneducated with regard to their social 

duties, an eruption of violence driven by class resentment 

will occur. Gaskell illustrates this through the case of 

John Barton. He becomes capable of murder as result of the 

lack of attention he receives from his social betters 

during a time of suffering. Because he lacks appropriate 

instruction with regard to the state of trade and his role 

in it, he becomes embittered and unreasonable. As a result 

of the fact that he is not disabused of his illogical 

conclusions by some form of upper-class benevolence, he 
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lashes out through violence. 

Gaskeli indicates that the want of benevolent 

sensibility among the governing classes initiates the 

violent action in which Barton participates. She suggests 

this generally through the progress of the novel, but also 

specifically through the scene in which trade unionists 

bring their grievances to a group of manufacturers. During 

this meeting, Harry Carson, the son of the manufacturer, 

draws a cartoonish representation of the deputation of 

workers: "[he] had drawn an admirable caricature of them— 

lank, ragged, dispirited and famine stricken. Underneath 

he wrote a hasty quotation form the fat knight's well-known 

speech in Henry IV" (234). As Stephen Gill informs us, 

this quotation in all likelihood is the one that reads: 

good enough to toss; food for powder 

food for powder, they'll fill a 

pit as well as better. Tush, man, 

mortal man, mortal men. 

Harry Carson's drawing and its import demonstrate the 

contempt that some manufacturers exhibit with regard to the 

condition of these workers. Gaskeli indicates that the 

parody in Carson's drawing is an admirable one, and the 

reader can assume that the drawing possesses merit in that 

it depicts the workers' condition realistically. The 

language Gaskeli uses to describe the characteristics of 
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the workers in the drawing indicates how unhiamorous they 

are as parodic subjects. Their "dispirited" and "famine-

stricken" appearance in the portrayal suggests the 

callousness of Harry Carson's attempt at schoolroom humor. 

The quotation that Carson probably scribbled underneath the 

drawing exacerbates the reader's anger toward this 

uncharitable group of manufacturers. The language of the 

excerpt from the speech shows that these men are deemed 

worthless as members of the social body—"good enough to 

toss." The manufacturers' remarks concerning the value of 

workers to the social body underscores this point; as one 

suggests, "'they're more like wild beasts than hiaman 

beings'" (232). 

Workers rail against the heartless attitude of 

manufacturers through murdering one of them: the young 

Harry Carson. The murder illustrates the extent to which 

boundaries between public and private may be violated—such 

a violation occurs because of a lack of the proper 

safeguards that could prevent an infringement of this 

magnitude from occurring. Without an education concerning 

their appropriate place and duties in the social hierarchy, 

workers, as Gaskell warns us, will "rise up to life," 

"terrify," and potentially lay waste to society. The 

murder in Gaskell's novel, however, becomes a felicitous 

opportunity for illustrating how the behavior of both 
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classes may be reformed. 

Gaskell represents the reformation of attitudes on 

behalf of both the upper class and the working class by 

showing the change wrought on both Mr. Carson, the father 

of the victim, and John Barton, the murderer. Both men 

embrace the idea of suffering as part of the reason for the 

behavior in which they engage. Barton's suffering drives 

him to commit the atrocious act of murder, and the 

suffering Carson endures after the murder of his son causes 

him to maintain a vengefulness toward Barton and the 

working class in general. To gain some kind of resolution 

for himself, John Barton confesses the murder to Mr. 

Carson. The exchange that takes place between them enables 

Barton to view the murder he commits in a new light, 

through the experience of his own suffering. Gaskell shows 

the effect of this epiphany on his understanding of 

relations between the classes: 

Rich and poor, masters and men, were then brothers in 

the deep suffering of the heart; for was this not the 

very anguish he had felt for [his son] little Tom . . 

. . The mourner before him was no longer an employer, 

a being of another race, eternally placed in 

antagonistic attitude; going through the world 

glittering like gold, with a stony heart within, which 

knew no sorrow but the accidents of Trade; no longer 
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the enemy, the oppressor, but a very poor, and 

desolate old man. (435) 

In this passage Gaskell suggests that sympathy between the 

classes can operate as a leveling mechanism, enabling 

members of different classes to understand the suffering of 

one another and to become "brothers." Barton's ability to 

relate the loss of his ovm son sympathetically to the loss 

of Carson's son enables him to understand the consequences 

and effects of his violent act. In the case of John 

Barton, the reformation of his attitude depends on his 

dropping the principles that make him a Chartist, enabling 

him to come to a clear understanding of how relationships 

between the classes should function. Gaskell underscores 

this by highlighting the terms through which Barton had 

formerly viewed Carson, as an "employer," as an "enemy," 

and with an "antagonistic attitude." 

By ceasing to view Mr. Carson through a sensibility 

that Gaskell sees as conducive to inflaming class anger. 

Barton and men like him no longer violently threaten those 

on whom they should gratefully depend. The leveling that 

appears to take place because of the sympathetic 

understanding between Barton and Carson eventually does not 

actually equalize class relationships at all; rather, such 

an xinderstanding enables the classes to accept their 

positions in relationship to one another within the social 
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hierarchy. Furthermore, this acceptance enables the 

boundaries between public and private to be reinstantiated. 

A tacit understanding between the classes in the social 

hierarchy makes it less likely that workers will compromise 

that boundary through physical violence. 

The appropriate regard of one class for another 

assures and fosters order, protecting the divide between 

public and private from permeability. Gaskell shows that 

like Barton, Mr. Carson undergoes a reformation, resulting 

in a dedication to behavior conducive to a smoothly 

functioning social hierarchy. Carson experiences an 

epiphany parallel to Barton's, reaching an understanding 

with regard to the performance of social duties that befit 

a man of his class. While pondering the words of John 

Barton—"I did not know what I was doing"— Carson 

discovers that the language resembles Jesus's plea for 

forgiveness on behalf of those who crucify him: "They know 

not what they do" (438-9). By recognizing this 

correspondence, Carson arrives at a new awareness of the 

appropriate relationship he should have to his workers. 

The meaning of Barton's statement is significant since it 

suggests that he lacks the education to understand the 

duties of his social position. His lack of education is in 

part responsible for the atrocious act he commits; the 

absence of guidance that might have prevented such an act 
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from occurring points to a failure of paternalism. By 

showing that Carson forgives Barton for the murder of his 

son, Gaskell demonstrates the relationship that exists 

between Christ as a benevolent figure capable of dispensing 

forgiveness on a grand scale and Carson himself. The 

parallel Gaskell makes between the language of Jesus and 

the words of Barton suggests that Carson can imitate 

Christ, forgiving workers for the wrongs they may commit, 

and offering them an education and the ability to accept 

their social position. 

By participating in this bourgeois version of imitatio 

Christi, Carson undergoes a reformation, becoming Gaskell's 

version of an ideal manufacturer—a paternalist who 

practices benevolent acts and involves himself in the lives 

and fortunes of his hands—and as such, does his part to 

protect the social body from the violence that workers 

might act out: 

the wish which lay nearest to his heart was that none 

might suffer from the cause from which he had 

suffered; that a perfect understanding, and complete 

confidence and love, might exist between masters and 

men; that the truth might be recognized that the 

interests of one were the interests of all . . . that 

hence it was most desirable to have educated workers, 

capable of judging, not mere machines or ignorant men; 
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and to have them bound to their employers by the ties 

of respect and affection, not by mere money bargains 

alone. . . . (460) 

In this passage Gaskell suggests that Carson achieves a 

paternalist reformation of his position as a manufacturer, 

enabling him to engage in practices which help to maintain 

a harmonious social hierarchy. Gaskell acknowledges here 

that the endurance of a healthy social body is crucial to 

the maintenance of the sanctity of the domestic sphere. As 

the above quotation suggests, Carson suffers as a result of 

the inhairmonious relations between masters and men, which 

in turn foster the resentment that causes the politically 

motivated murder of his son. In dramatizing this dynamic, 

Gaskell shows that the continued preservation of domestic 

sanctity—potentially compromised through violence—depends 

upon the maintenance of harmonious relationships in the 

social body. 

Carson's paternalist reformation fulfills Gaskell's 

hope for social change. His awakening to social 

responsibility provides a foundation for building a secure 

society within the throes of industrial growth. Yet the 

domestic sanctity continually compromised throughout the 

course of the novel cannot be fully redeemed in a social 

order racked by such fluctuation. Gaskell demonstrates the 

degree to which industry jeopardizes a healthy domestic 
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sphere by showing that Mary Barton, daughter of the 

murderer John Barton, and Jem Wilson, a factory hand at the 

Carson manufactory and Mary's intended husband, can no 

longer be at home in Manchester. The foreclosure of the 

possibility of home causes this couple to emigrate to the 

Canada. Nevertheless, despite this displacement, Jem 

Wilson becomes an instr\ament-maker at an agricultural 

college sponsored by the British government. Gaskell's 

ending of the novel thus represents an attempt to stabilize 

the status of the worker by finding him not only a new 

home, but also a new purpose. Her relocation of Mary 

Barton and Jem Wilson illustrates how workers may be 

consolidated and contained through a project of empire 

making. As devices to foster the extension of Britain's 

reign, workers serve social progress and national growth 

rather than threaten it. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Working-class Heroes: 

Tooling Idealizations of Labor in George Eliot's 

The Natural History of German Life and Adam Bede 

One imagines that when Henry McConnel, a young 

Manchester manufacturer, commissioned J.M.W. Turner to 

paint Keelmen Heaving Coal By Night in 1834, he hoped that 

the painting would offer the kind of celebration of 

industry endorsed by James Kay in his pamphlet just two 

years earlier. McConnel stated that Turner painted the 

piece at his "especial suggestion," which may be read as an 

indication that he perhaps dictated the specific subject to 

Turner.Of course, it cannot be ascertained with certainty 

that the painting celebrates industry. In fact, the work 

described in the title has been pushed to the periphery of 

the painting. The activity of heaving coals is not 

foregrounded as one might expect, but instead marginalized 

on the right side of the canvas. Turner offers the viewer 

only a glimpse of the action to which he alludes in the 

title—shadows of men shoveling coals into furnaces. In the 

rest of the painting, ships lie anchored on the left side 

of the Ccinvas and a flood of moonlight dominates the 

skyline, illuminating the placid water of the harbor in the 

center of the piece to which the reader's eye is drawn. It 
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is not my contention that Turner does not "celebrate" 

industry in the painting by sidelining it to the right hand 

side of the canvas, thus purposefully violating the wishes 

of his patron. Rather, my interest is in the way work is 

represented in the piece. For painting is another 

manifestation of how Victorian culture understood workers' 

status in the social body as industrialization reformed it. 

The painting of workers as shadowy silhouettes that 

remain undefined and unforegrounded represents a phenomenon 

that one can trace through the work of other British 

painters. In some of John Constable's paintings, such as A 

ffater Mill: Flatfoxd Mill, Suffolk (1812) and The Hay Wain 

(1821), workers labor near the center of the canvases and 

in distant fields, but their figures are barely discernible 

as splotches in the landscape. In Thomas Gainsborough's 

Mr. and Mrs. Robert Andrews (1748-9), roughly a third of 

the painting is devoted to the representation of a field in 

which wheat has recently been harvested and stands in neat 

bundles. On the left side of the canvas Gainsborough 

portrays the proprietors of the estate. Compellingly, 

workers do not figure into the composition at all. 

In these paintings, the artists readily and easily 

represent the activity of work, agricultural and 

industrial. But if the workers themselves lack clear 

definition in these artists' depictions, what is one to 
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make of this phenomenon? Industrialism forces the 

emergence of a new class of workers with which the 

literature and the art of period appear to grapple. The 

indecisiveness characterizing the representation of workers 

can be read as an effect of the challenge they pose to 

definition and the uncertain role they have within a social 

hierarchy that must assimilate them. Artists and writers 

often project onto workers anxiety and ambivalence 

associated with industrialism and historical progress. The 

ambivalence about industrial development causes those 

artists and writers who attempt to represent workers to 

evacuate them of a definitive physicality often read as 

volatile and threatening to the social order, or to resort 

to idyllic and nostalgic representations, images that focus 

on peasants against picturesque and pastoral backdrops. 
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Realizing the Worker's Place in 

A Natural History of German Life 

George Eliot's review "The Natural History of German 

Life," written for the Westminster Review in 1856, in part 

discusses the images of workers produced in art and their 

lack of fidelity to their actual subjects.^® For Eliot, the 

dearth of realistic images of workers demonstrates the 

higher classes' misunderstanding of working-class 

existence. As she argues: 

Probably, if we could ascertain the images called up by 

the terms "the people", "the masses", "the proletariat", 

"the peasantry", by many who theorize on those bodies 

with eloquence, or who legislate for them without 

eloquence, we should find that they indicate almost as 

small an amount of concrete knowledge—that they are . . 

. far from completely representing the complex facts 

summed up in the collective term .... How little the 

real characteristics of the working-classes are known to 

those who are outside of them, how little their natural 

history has been studied, is sufficiently disclosed by 

our Art as well as our political and social theories. 

Where in our picture exhibitions shall we find a group 

of true peasantry? (108) 

Eliot implies that the social and political theories that 
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attempt to account for and perhaps ameliorate the status of 

workers in society become inevitably misdirected, since no 

true understanding of workers' "bodies" exists in such 

theories. Art itself offers a window into the misdirected 

accounts developed about workers, and for Eliot such 

unrealistic portrayals have important consequences. 

The projection of real bodies into the art and 

literature produced by the middle and upper classes 

represents an important step in the study of what Eliot 

deems the natural history of the working classes. The 

appropriate representation of the suffering, character and 

mindset of workers acts as a step in solving their social 

problems. In demonstrating her concern with the history of 

the worker, Eliot exposes her own sensibilities concerning 

the worker's status within a model of historical progress, 

revealing that her view of social organization is 

unmistakably paternalist. She advocates a historical 

consciousness that ultimately illuminates the appropriate 

place of workers within the social body, showing that 

historical operations, when laid open to study, reveal an 

intrinsic social organization. Furthermore, she prophesies 

that if a deviation from this historical script transpires, 

a social collapse will occur. 

In Eliot's analysis of the failure of art to accurately 

portray the working class, she discusses the pernicious 
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effects produced by sentimental portrayals of workers. She 

argues that: "Art is the nearest thing to life; it is a 

mode of amplifying experience and extending our contact 

with our fellow men beyond the bounds of our personal lot. 

All the more sacred is the task of the artist when he 

undertakes to paint the life of the People" (110). The 

role of art, then, according to Eliot, is to faithfully 

represent its subjects and this is all the more crucial for 

a group which depends on the sympathy of the higher classes 

to alleviate its suffering. Paintings such as William 

Holman Hunt's The Hireling Shepherd (1852) fall woefully 

short of the mark. Such a painting, while offering "a 

landscape of marvellous truthfulness, unfortunately 

"place[s] a pair of peasants in the foreground who [are] 

not much more real than the idyllic swains and damsels of 

our chimney ornaments" (108). 

Holman Hunt's painting represents a compelling example 

for the focus of Eliot's criticism. The Hireling Shepherd 

portrays a bucolic existence already nostalgic for 

Victorians by the time Eliot writes her essay in 1856.^® Not 

only does the painting effect a sentimental and idealized 

portrait of rustic life, it demonstrates a preoccupation 

with a landscape and figures that are not realistically 

imaginable in an era of industrialization. Eliot remarks, 

"In England at present, when we speak of the peasantry, we 
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mean scarcely more than the class of farm-servants and 

farm-labourers; and it is only in the most primitive 

districts, as in Wales, for example, that farmers are 

included under the term" (113) . The Hireling Shepherd^ 

then, painted in 1852, presents an outmoded vision of 

workers* identities. Eliot's concern here is that by 

portraying workers as idyllic ornaments, the artist robs 

the worker of his true history. Portrayals such as Holman 

Hunt's evacuate the worker of his actual body, replacing it 

instead with one often falsely joyous and merry. Art, as 

the purview of the higher classes, becomes vulnerable to 

such picturesque portrayals since it relies on idyllic 

literature, among other things, for its inspiration. As 

Eliot indicates, such literature remains disconnected with 

the true life of the people and instead expresses "the 

imagination of the cultivated." 

These misdirected interpretations by artists who depict 

the working classes have crucial consequences for the 

status of the worker in the social order; 

Falsification here is far more pernicious than in the 

more artificial aspects of life. It is not so very 

serious that we should have false ideas about evanescent 

fashions—about the manners and conversations of beaux 

and duchesses; but it is serious that our sympathy with 

the perennial joys and struggles, the toil, the tragedy. 
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and the hiomour in the life of our more heavily-laden 

men, should be perverted, and turned into a false object 

instead of a true one. (110-11) 

For Eliot, then, art has a serious social purpose analogous 

to Elizabeth Gaskell's conception of it. Artists serve an 

important social function in a rapidly changing social 

order; to avoid the pernicious falsification of which Eliot 

complains, they must attempt to catalogue and portray the 

existence of workers with veracity. Here, art facilitates 

productive relations between the classes, and in her 

discussion, Eliot delineates a model of social relations 

based on a paternal, hierarchical understanding of social 

organization. According to her, in order for art to be 

realistic and thus effective it must engage the sympathy of 

a viewer positioned as middle to upper class. Eliot calls 

for a "true conception of popular character to guide our 

sympathies rightly" and suggests that "we need it equally 

to check our theories, and direct us in their application" 

(111). It is clear from Eliot's statement that she 

believes that art should demonstrate a paternal 

relationship between workers who are the siabjects of 

painting and literature, the artists who portray them, and 

the viewers to whom these portrayals must appeal 

sympathetically. The extension of sympathy figures 

importantly to Eliot, since a sympathetic iinderstanding 
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acts as the foundation from which adequate reforms 

concerning workers may be orchestrated. 

Eliot privileges realistic portraits over idealistic 

ones; "The thing for mankind to know is, not what are the 

motives and influences the moralists think ought to act on 

the labourer or the artisan, but what are the motives and 

influences which do act on him" (111). In communicating 

such motives and influences the artist achieves what Eliot 

deems the moral end of artistic expression. Eliot objects 

to the dominant portrayal of workers' morality because she 

does not believe that workers can achieve the morality 

exhibited by the upper classes in the currently discordant 

climate of social relations. She takes writers and artists 

to task for ascribing a morality to workers that she deems 

unrealistic. In particular, she complains that Charles 

Dickens, while offering readers a faithful portrayal of the 

working classes' external traits, fails to adequately 

portray their interior, moral life. She argues that 

Dickens produces a "false psychology" of workers which 

serves to encourage the "miserable fallacy that high 

morality and refined sentiment can grow out of harsh social 

relations, ignorance or want; or that the working-classes 

are in a condition to enter at once into a millennial state 

of altruism, wherein everyone is caring for everyone else, 

and no one for himself" (111). 
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In criticizing Dickens, Eliot reveals much about the 

status she believes workers should have within the current 

organization of the social hierarchy. Dickens' portrayal 

of workers' psychology represents a potentially pernicious 

one since it ascribes qualities to them that they cannot 

exhibit at this stage of their historical development. For 

Dickens to suggest that workers display a high-minded 

morality and sentiment resembling their betters implies 

that they possess an equality of intelligence and education 

that sufficiently prepares them for political 

enfranchisement. Since workers lack the preparation to 

make them responsible members of the social body, Dickens' 

portrayal is irresponsible. Workers are not evolved enough 

to enter the millennial state of altruism; at this stage of 

their development they remain selfish, narrow and 

uneducated, thus requiring the patronage and care of the 

upper classes. 

As a means to address the real status workers currently 

hold in society, Eliot calls for a study of workers' 

natural history to be conducted by an English writer, 

recommending that Riehl's work act as an example and guide. 

As she indicates, "[W]e wish to make [the works of Riehl] 

known to our readers, not only for the sake of the 

interesting matter they contain and the important 

reflections they suggest, but as a model for some future or 
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actual student of our own people." Eliot's endorsement of 

Riehl's opinions and her corresponding interpretation of 

his views offer an illustration of her conception of 

history. They share a key assumption that history provides 

the medium through which reformers and political theorists 

must regard the status of workers, for history records 

social organization, and history is governed by unalterable 

laws, akin to the natural, physical laws which direct the 

lives of organisms. This assumption is one also shared by 

leading positivist philosophers, Auguste Comte and Herbert 

Spencer, in both of whom Eliot was well versed. 

Eliot grounds her conception of sympathy and natural 

history in the views of Spencer and Comte.Spencer's 

argument in Social Statics (1851) provides a crucial 

building block to the development of Eliot's ideas with 

respect to understanding workers in terms of their natural 

history.^® In this text. Spencer argues that the physiology 

of man provides a framework for the study of man's moral 

c o n d i t i o n ;  h e  u s e s  t h e  " s c i e n c e  o f  a n i m a l  m a n  . . .  t o  

illustrate that of the moral man": 

Physiology is defined as a classified statement of the 

phenomenon of bodily life. It treats of the functions 

of our several organs in their normal states. It 

explains the relationships in which the members stand to 

each other—what are their respective duties—how such 
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duties are performed, and why they are necessary. It 

exhibits the mutual dependence of the vital actions; 

points out how these are maintained in due balance, and 

describes the condition of things constituting perfect 

health. (57-8) 

Spencer's conception of physiology is generalized and 

inclusive of a variety of phenomena. As the passage 

suggests, he considers the study of physiology to include 

not only the physical being of the organism, but also the 

internal relations between organs. Spencer's use of the 

rhetoric of social conduct, represented in his invocation 

of ideas related to duty and community, suggests that he 

sees a homology between the physical life of the organism 

and the organization of social life.^® In speaking of the 

duties each member of the organism, he intimates that in 

its minute details of organization, the organism manifests 

the qualities of ideal social life. By equating the social 

body and with a physical organism that functions according 

to natural laws. Spencer naturalizes the kind of 

paternalist social ordering for which he argues in his 

treatise. Similarly, Eliot uses a natural history of 

workers as a method of scientific classification—one which 

renders the position of workers (as well as that of the 

middle and upper classes) static within the social 

hierarchy.^® In using the idea that natural laws govern the 
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life of the social body, both Spencer and Eliot provide a 

template for describing a social hierarchy and illustrating 

the appropriate progress of history based on its 

organization. 

As Spencer draws liberally from the work of Comte to 

make his argument in Social Staticsf so does Eliot. Harriet 

Martineau's introduction to Comte's Positive Philosophy 

illiaminates the suitability of Comte's theories to the 

argument Eliot wishes to make in A Natural History of 

German Life.^^ Martineau remarks, 

I believe that no one questions that a very large 

proportion of our people are now so adrift. With pain 

and fear, we see that a multitude, who might and should 

be among the wisest and best of our citizens, are 

alienated for ever from the kind of faith which sufficed 

for all in an organic period which has passed away, 

while no one has presented to them, and they cannot 

obtain for themselves, any groxand of conviction as firm 

and clear as that which sufficed for our fathers in 

their day. The moral dangers of such a state of 

fluctuation as has thus arisen are fearful in the 

extreme .... The work of M. Comte is unquestionably 

the greatest single effort that has been made to obviate 

this kind of danger . . . and ... it will be found to 

retrieve a vast amount of wandering, of unsound 
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speculation, of listless or reckless doubt, and of moral 

uncertainty and depression.(V, v.l) 

Martineau succinctly defines the purpose behind the 

accounts of history offered by thinkers like Comte, 

Spencer, Eliot, Riehl, and even Kay. Such accounts, as 

Martineau suggests# are motivated by a sense that industry 

has forever changed an organic, presumably paternalist, 

conception of history. The worker himself, as Martineau's 

passage makes clear, becomes a vessel for anxieties about 

the changes industrialism wreaks on the social body. 

Martineau suggests that the middle and upper classes whom 

she represents regard workers as a "multitude" and perceive 

them and the particular challenge they pose to the current 

state of social organization with "pain and fear." 

Furthermore, from Martineau's point of view, we can also 

observe that she connects workers with the instability 

often associated with industrialism; the faith in a 

paternal social ordering that formerly served to govern and 

stabilize social relations has passed away; "moral 

dangers" are introduced in its place and threaten a social 

order consequently plagued by a "state of fluctuation." 

Martineau's suggestion that the work of Comte "obviate[s] 

this kind of danger" bears out the notion that Comte's 

ideas and those influenced by him such as Spencer* s and 

Eliot's reassure the middle and upper classes who fear that 
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workers labor under a false sense of morality, thus posing 

a danger to social stability. A positivist account of 

social relations provides an antidote to the ills that 

endanger the health of the social body. 

In the Positivist Philosophy, Comte argues in a 

fashion similar to Eliot and Spencer that all observable 

phenomena can be subjected to a scientific inquiry which in 

turn will reveal the labiquitous operation of natural laws 

(5, v.l). Comte further suggests that principles of 

classification grounded in natural laws are "capable of 

extension to the whole of phenomena, including at last 

those of Man and Society" (295, v.l) and argues for the 

importance of maintaining natural classifications for the 

classes, and in particular, the working classes: 

The most serious difficulty of contemporary politics is 

the condition of the lower classes; and in this case, 

the positive philosophy affords a practical amelioration 

most favourable to progress. The revolutionary polity 

opened only an insurrectionary issue to this difficulty, 

and merely shifted without solving the question. The 

question is not settled by opening the way to popular 

ambition, the gratification of which must not be 

confined to a few . . . and can do nothing to soothe the 

murmurs of the multitude. . . . As it is the inevitable 

lot of the majority to live on the precarious fruits of 
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their daily labour, the great social problem is to 

ameliorate their condition without destroying their 

classification, and disturbing the general economy: and 

this is the function of the positive polity, regarded as 

regulating the final classification of modern society. 

(40, V.2) 

Comte regards workers as crucial to progress in a newly 

industrialized society. Like Spencer and Eliot, he views 

the status of workers and the solving of problems related 

to them as paramount to enabling a healthy evolution of the 

social body within a potentially convulsive environment of 

progress. He also takes a similar view of the 

enfranchisement of workers, suggesting that granting them 

the Charter, or "opening the way to popular ambition" 

represents a solution ill suited to the development of the 

social body as a whole. Comte sees such a move as 

potentially destructive to the integrity of the social body 

since he believes that the progression of history should be 

gradual, suited to the evolution of the social body, the 

productive development of which is characterized by gradual 

change, rather than sudden. Revolution itself becomes 

antithetical to an understanding of history based on the 

gradual evolution of natural laws. Furthermore, Comte 

founds his position regarding the static position of 

workers on the assumption that a balance must be struck 
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between static and dynamic forces which characterize the 

social body as well as the phenomenon of all organic life. 

By maintaining workers* classification, that is, by 

assuring a subordinate, static position for them within the 

social body, Comte's theories guard against a kind of 

progress that would result in revolution. Static social 

relationships grounded in natural laws and classifications 

preserve a social organization potentially threatened by 

the dynamic forces of progress. 

Comte's argument resonates in Eliot's review, as she 

uses biological classification to demonstrate her claims 

regarding the appropriate position of workers, given a 

study of their natural history. Like Comte, Eliot argues 

that workers must not be denied or lose a natural history 

that grounds their existence within the social hierarchy. 

Any convulsive change in their position would have dire 

consequences for workers and society generally. Instead, 

Eliot argues for gradual change, based on the history of 

workers' natural classification: 

What has grown up historically can only die out 

historically, by the gradual operation of necessary 

laws. The external conditions which society has 

inherited from the past are but the manifestation of 

inherited internal conditions in the htiman beings who 

compose it; the internal conditions and the external are 
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related to each other as the organism and its mediiim, 

and the development can take place only by the gradual 

consentaneous development of both. (127) 

Here Eliot invokes a crucial aspect of Comte's methodology: 

the external conditions of man's environment and his 

internal makeup are interdependent and reflective of one 

another. Thus, the position of a given class within the 

social hierarchy is based on the exhibition of inheritable 

traits that provide a justification for the position. This 

serves her argument about the working class, a group that 

does not possess the moral fitness to contribute to the 

health and growth of the social body as enfranchised 

members. Workers constitute organisms in the midst of 

evolution within "a new element before an apparatus for 

breathing in it is developed in [them]" (122). For the 

health of the social body to be maintained and to continue 

its progress toward a gradual perfectibility, the static 

laws of classification must obtain to balance the dynamic 

forces of progress that industrialization introduces into 

the social sphere. 

A positivist position that natural laws govern the 

social body aids Eliot in delineating her vision of social 

organization, for it enables her to naturalize and justify 

a morality that insists upon a paternal social ordering. 

Eliot introduces a railway analogy as a vehicle for her 
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discussion: 

It is an interesting branch of psychological observation 

to note the images that are habitually associated with 

abstract or collective terms—what may be called the 

picture-writing of the mind .... Perhaps the fixity 

or variety of these associated images would furnish a 

tolerably fair test of the amount of concrete knowledge 

and experience a given word represents. . . . The word 

railways^ for example, will probably call up, in the 

mind of a man who is not highly locomotive, the image of 

either a "Bradshaw," or of the station with which he is 

most familiar, or of an indefinite length of tram-road; 

he will alternate between these three images, which 

represent his stock of concrete acquaintance with 

railways. . . . Now it is possible for the [man] to 

entertain very expanded views as to the multiplication 

of railways in the abstract, and their ultimate function 

in civilisation. He may talk of a vast network of 

railways stretching all over the globe . . . with none 

the less glibness because his distinct conceptions of it 

do not extend beyond his length of the tram-road. But 

it is evident that if we want a railway to be made, or 

its affairs managed, this man of wide views and narrow 

observation will not serve our purpose. (107) 

Eliot's scenario is significant in terms of delineating the 
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realist method she employs in the writing of her fiction. 

The phrase "picture writing of the mind" suggests that ways 

of knowing are grounded in individual perception—that a 

meditation on one image summons a variety of others and 

such perceptions will vary from individual to individual, 

depending upon that person's "stock of concrete 

acquaintance." Yet while Eliot tends to celebrate the 

variety of perception among individuals in her fiction, in 

this passage she makes clear that such variety can be 

problematic in ascertaining the appropriate direction for 

social reforms. The railway itself acts an analogy for the 

position of the working classes within the social body. As 

the railway requires management, so do workers in Eliot's 

assessment. 

The variety of images that an individual can conjure of 

a given thing, a railway or the working classes, represents 

the flux of progress and social relationships. This dynamic 

quality, while often desirable in motivating growth and 

progress, can be obstructive and even destructive of 

governance. The best hedge against this potential 

destructiveness is static elements that balance out such 

fluctuation. Static, inalterable laws counteract any such 

destructiveness. For Eliot, the diversity of perception 

that demonstrates the richness of social life is 

appropriate for fiction but must be reined in when 
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considering the direction of political reforms. For 

reforms to be managed, a correct, realistic view of the 

working classes must be propounded to protect the integrity 

of the social body. 

According to Eliot, faulty reformist perceptions of the 

working classes are the basis for the mistakes of artists 

who project qualities onto workers that they have not yet 

evolved as a class. Eliot lambastes proponents of 

political economy and adherents to the Young England 

movement alike for their attempts to theorize and solve 

problems concerning "the People": 

The tendency created by the splendid conquests of modern 

generalization, to believe that social questions are 

merged in economical science, and that the relations of 

men to their neighbors may be settled by algebraic 

equations,—the dream that the uncultured classes are 

prepared for a condition which appeals principally to 

their moral sensibilities,—the aristocratic 

dilettantism which attempts to restore the good old 

times by a sort of idyllic masquerading, and to grow 

feudal fidelity and veneration as we grow prize turnips, 

by an artificial system of culture, —none of these 

diverging mistakes can co-exist with a real knowledge of 

the People, with a thorough study of their ideas, their 

habits, their motives. (111-12) 
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Eliot suggests in this passage that workers remain largely 

without sound moral constitutions; as such they cannot 

enter into a position of enfranchisement that for Eliot 

constitutes a grave responsibility. In Eliot's 

characterization, the issues that workers bring to the fore 

principally concern the conduct of relationships between 

classes in the social body and how workers can function in 

that context of these affiliations. Eliot's conception of 

working-class morality is the crucial piece on which her 

theory of their appropriate social position hinges. 

In her consideration of the various approaches to the 

Condition of England debate, Eliot regards the feudal 

revivalist approach as similarly problematic to solutions 

predicated on the idea of enfranchisement. She views 

history as functioning in progressive motion; therefore, to 

suggest that the solutions posed to the problems related to 

workers be remedied by feudal fantasies appears hopelessly 

retrograde. Equally unsound a solution is to thrust 

workers forward into a position of political agency that 

they lack the preparation to manage. From Eliot's point of 

view, then, the status of workers presents a crucial 

challenge to the evolution of the social organism; to 

mismanage the relations between the members of the social 

body who are responsible for its healthy evolution and 

historical growth is to dangerously threaten that body's 



102 

health. 

For the management of the problems facing the working 

classes to be effective and to assure the sympathetic 

regard of the higher classes, Eliot advocates the 

effective, realistic representation of workers through art 

and literature. Yet "town-bred" artists with no concrete 

knowledge of workers• traits and their natural history 

engage in faulty portrayal such as the ones Eliot 

describes: "Idyllic ploughmen are jocund when they drive 

their team afield; idyllic shepherds make bashful love 

under hawthorn bushes; idyllic villagers dance in the 

chequered shade and refresh themselves, not immoderately, 

with spicy nut-brown ale" (109). Eliot offers descriptive 

details of working-class behavior as a counterpoint to this 

faulty, idyllic portrait: 

But no one who has seen much of actual ploughmen thinks 

them jocund; no one who is well acquainted with the 

English peasantry can pronounce them merry. The slow 

gaze in which no sense of beauty beams, no humour 

twinkles, —the slow utterance, and the heavy slouching 

walk, remind one rather of that melancholy animal the 

camel, than of the sturdy countryman . . . who 

represents the traditional English peasant. Observe a 

company of haymakers. When you see them at a distance, 

tossing up forkfuls of hay in the golden light . . . and 
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the bright green space which tells of work done gets 

larger and larger, you pronounce the scene "smiling," 

and you think these companions in labour must be as 

bright and cheerful as the picture to which they give 

animation. . . . That delicious effervescence of the 

mind which we call fun, has no equivalent for the 

northern peasant, except tipsy revelry; the only realm 

of fancy and imagination for the English clown exists at 

the bottom of the third quart pot. 

The representation of workers Eliot offers in contrast to 

the dominant sentimental account renders the traits 

"actual" laborers exhibit as radically unidyllic. The 

realistic account she proposes suggests that not only are 

the idealized accounts wrong, the qualities of real 

peasants demonstrate the necessity of keeping workers in a 

dependent and subordinate state. Eliot represents workers 

as not intelligent enough to be capable of jocund 

merriment—instead they walk and speak slowly, exhibiting 

traits that render them nearer in intelligence to the 

animal life of which they are so often in charge. And if 

they display any enjoyment in their labor at all, this 

engagement veers far from the portrayal of idyllic 

merriment that artists so often depict. Thus, Eliot 

reveals that her so-called realistic portrayals remain just 

as fraught with ideological implications as the sentimental 
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portraits she denounces. 

Eliot's supposedly realistic portrayal of workers 

suggests to her audience that workers, who exhibit 

qualities such as slow wits and drunkenness, are not in a 

condition for political enfranchisement. Instead, they 

appear as wayward children, benefiting from a social 

organization that keeps their behavior in check, cares for 

them because they do not possess the sense to do it for 

themselves, and instructs them in a morality of which they 

would otherwise stand in raw ignorance or which they would 

simply not practice. By constructing workers in this way, 

Eliot develops an account of their "heavily-laden" 

existence to garner sympathy for their status, but one 

which also serves to ensure that their subordinance. 

Achieving sympathy for workers through realistic portrayals 

helps to unify the social body into its natural 

functioning; the performance of upper-class charity and the 

grateful dependence of workers on such beneficence covers 

over the fissures widening out of social discontent, 

smoothly (but tenuously) paving the way for orderly 

progress. 

Workers, when rendered stable through an acceptance of 

the role they must play in terms of the natural laws 

governing the social body, ensure gradual rather than 

convulsive, revolutionary change that would threaten to 
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pull social organization apart. Eliot contends that social 

mobility does not exist for the workers and that most 

appear to be happy within the realm of their circumscribed 

activity: 

The genuine peasant is never ashamed of his rank and 

calling. . . . History tells us of all kinds of peasant 

insurrections, the object of which was to obtain relief 

for the peasants from some of their many oppressions; 

but of an effort on their part to step out of their 

hereditary rank and calling, to become gentry, to leave 

the plough and carry on the easier business of 

capitalists or government-functionaries, there is no 

example. (119) 

In this context, Eliot represents worker discontent as 

negligible. Presenting worker insurrections within a rigid 

hierarchy suggests that she believes that workers indeed 

have the right to agitate for the necessity of having their 

needs met, for "relief" as she dubs it, but the relief of 

such needs is easily met by a system of upper-class 

charity. Eliot's use of diction indicates the existence of 

a paternal society in which the benevolent sympathy of the 

higher orders readily manages these insurrections. 

Implicitly, Eliot's choice of the phrase "obtain relief" to 

describe the motivating force behind such uprisings reveals 

that worker "insurrections" are not directed toward the 
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class structure itself. 

But what about those workers who refuse to stay within 

the bounds of their class? Eliot presents an example of 

the revolutionary activity in 1848 that plagued parts of 

Europe, including Germany. Representing the state of mind 

of workers who participated in these sorts of revolts, she 

remarks. 

Without any distinct object or resolution, the country 

people presented themselves on the scene of commotion, 

and were warmly received by the party leaders. But seen 

from the windows of the ducal palaces and ministerial 

hotels, these swarms of peasants had quite another 

aspect, and it was imagined that they had a common plan 

of co-operation. This, however, the peasants never had. 

Systematic co-operation implies general conceptions, and 

a provisional subordination of egoism, to which even the 

artisans of towns have rarely shown themselves equal, 

and which are as foreign to the mind of the peasant as 

logarithms or the doctrine of chemical proportions. 

(124) 

Eliot provides an analysis of workers' characters that 

accords with the portrayal of them she offers earlier in 

the essay. She believes them incapable of understanding 

their own motivations for engaging in a revolt, in that she 

suggests that they participated without "distinct object or 
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resolution." Her reading offers a correction to the 

misinterpretations of revolutionary activity made by 

members of the upper classes who mistakenly assiime that 

workers have some "systematic plan of co-operation" guiding 

their impulses. Their "egoism" prevents them from 

developing an understanding of the best recourse for the 

alleviation of the oppressions that beset them. According 

to Eliot, these workers do not possess the education and 

intelligence required to pursue revolutionary aims. In 

this way, Eliot dissipates the threat workers present in 

terms of social disorder—her representation of them as 

lacking the intelligence of their social superiors 

consolidates the idea that workers' naturally occupy their 

social role. 

Yet there are those workers who stand outside the 

representation that Eliot delineates for the working class. 

Using Riehl's consideration of the "Fourth Estate," she 

suggests that those workers who compose the various aspects 

of the proletariat, "or those who are dependent on daily 

wages, whose only capital is their skill or their bodily 

strength—factory operatives, artisans, agricultural 

laborers" exceed the boundaries of historical society, 

claiming no allegiance to a particular region, landlord or 

master (135). This aspect of the proletariat, those 

workers who resist a natural classification within the 
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social body, provide a challenge to the realistic 

representation Eliot offers of other workers. Instead of 

reassuringly occupying a portrayal that renders them 

innocuous to the healthy evolution of the social body, 

these workers represent "the deserters of a historical 

society" who threaten social order with decomposition and 

dissolution (135). 

The workers Eliot includes in this category are those 

engaged in industrial labor, and interestingly, this is the 

only moment in the review in which Eliot alludes to them— 

the depictions she offers until now include only 

agricultural workers, and Eliot uses a model of agrarian 

labor from which to form the basis of her so-called 

realistic depictions of workers. Industrial workers cannot 

be included in these depictions, ones that are based on 

workers' natural history, since they lack a connection to 

the history of social relations Eliot imagines. Not only, 

then, do these workers stand outside of a history that 

Eliot argues should be the basis of workers' status—they 

consequently exist outside of representation itself. They 

are threatening because of their novelty, their resistance 

to representation, and because of their role as harbingers 

of a new era of progress viewed as potentially chaotic and 

disruptive. By extension, Eliot associates industrialism 

with the emergence of a new class of workers, who challenge 
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the existing social hierarchy because of the uncontainable 

and unrepresentable progress that they embody. As such, 

they hover around Eliot's realistic depictions as 

disembodied threats to the order and moral history that 

Eliot, and artists subscribing to her point of view, 

construct within the frames of their portrayals. 

With a fearful attitude, Eliot represents workers 

disconnected from their natural history. She suggests that 

they form "a terrible army, which is only just awaking to a 

consciousness of their corporate power." The bellicose 

diction signals that these workers pose a danger to social 

order. In contrast to Eliot's realistic depictions, these 

workers do not exhibit characteristics that justify their 

subordination; instead, they assemble into a fearful 

multitude that resists incorporation within the social 

body, distinguishing themselves from Eliot's half-witted 

laborers by demonstrating a consciousness of their 

potential power. 

These workers resist classification since, as deserters, 

they do not participate in a historical progression based 

on static laws of social relations. Eliot decries such 

rootlessness, arguing that in order for men to develop, 

they must respect that their "nature . . . has its roots 

intertwined with the past, and can only be developed by 

allowing those roots to remain undisturbed while the 
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process of development is going on, until that perfect 

ripeness of the seed which carries with it a life 

independent of the root" (128-9). By abandoning historical 

society, these workers become prematurely detached from the 

social body, assuming an independence threatening to a 

gradual evolution of the organism, potentially forcing a 

radical overturning of social laws that could introduce 

disorder and stall progress. Eliot's metaphor of the ripe 

seed suggests that workers who desert historical roles 

disrupt the natural organic growth of social evolution and 

attempt to artificially force social development through 

political enfranchisement. 

By developing a specific account and typology of 

workers, Eliot unwittingly demonstrates an endorsement of 

idyllic accounts of workers for which she takes other 

artists to task. Workers here play an important role in 

Eliot's sense of how natural laws govern historical 

progress—they embody both the threat and the hope of 

industrialism. They figure crucially in the history Eliot 

imagines in that they have the potential to cause the 

stalling or breakdown of historical progress. Workers are 

new social subjects whose roles must be carefully defined 

by the limits of history itself—the boundaries of 

existence which dictate a specific script that all the 

classes must follow in for the gradual progression of 
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history—perimeters which preclude a collapse of a society 

in the throes of industrialism. As result, Eliot 

disengages the realistic representations she advocates from 

any characterizations of industrial workers or other 

workers who could not be contained within the scope of such 

depictions since largely, the political agitation 

associated with them centers on those engaged in industrial 

labor. As such, these workers are the ones with whom most 

middle to upper-class Victorian writers associate anxieties 

with regard to revolutionary threat. For workers to 

function manageably in a society experiencing convulsive 

growth, they must be deployed as a means to manage anxiety 

about progress, rather than foster it, and agrarian workers 

seem to serve this function admirably. 

Workers who awaken to a consciousness of their status 

within the social body and resist classification challenge 

Eliot's vision of historical progress and social 

organization, and as such have no place in facilitating 

social progress. It is thus crucial to Eliot's 

understanding of the evolution of the social body that 

workers have a natural classification that does not disturb 

the forces of progress. Workers, in Eliot's vision of 

social evolution, help facilitate orderly progression, but 

cannot direct it themselves; they serve the progress of 

history, but if they become active agents in it, they 
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threaten the social organization that depends on the static 

nature of their class position. Eliot demonstrates her 

view concerning the role of workers when she calls for a 

study of their natural history. Such a study should 

include these considerations: 

the degree in which [workers] are influenced by local 

conditions, their maxims and habits, the points of view 

from which they regard their religious teachers, and the 

degree to which they are influenced by religious 

doctrines, the interactions of the various classes on 

each other, and what are the tendencies in their 

positions toward disintegration or towards development . 

. . . (112) 

In this passage, Eliot demonstrates that the impetus for 

developing an account of workers' natural history stems 

from the desire to manage their labor within the social 

body and to direct their status in ways most favorable to 

Victorian ideals of progress while simultaneously 

maintaining order. She suggests this principally through 

the way in which she sets up the guidelines for such a 

study—she appears to be prominently concerned with how the 

working classes respond to direction, management and 

authority through religious instruction. Setting up moral 

prerogatives for workers provides a means to define the 

duties inherent to their position and a series of just 
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reasons for their subordination. By educating workers as 

to the obligations they must perform based on their status, 

the upper classes, who direct reforms, attempt to ensure 

the tractability of a potentially volatile working-class 

population, a class on whom they imagine progress to 

crucially depend. Eliot reinforces this point later in the 

essay when she suggests that "wise social policy must be 

based ... on the Natural History of social bodies" (131) . 

If Eliot and other writers conceive that workers are 

elemental to the preservation of social order and 

constitute the key to social development or disintegration, 

then it is clear that workers must not be politically 

enfranchised. Their bodies must remain unambivalently 

static, fostering progress through their steady labor 

rather than hindering it by an insistence on their 

individual rights. It seems understandable, then, that 

Eliot, rather than arguing for realistic depictions of 

industrial labor, the locus of much of the agitation for 

individual rights of workers, only argues for depictions of 

agricultural labor; she makes a case for portrayals the 

bodies of agrarian workers, who, according to her own 

admission in the essay, constitute the face of labor over 

half a century before this essay was written in 1856 (113). 

This narrow consideration of the peasant laborer leads 

Eliot to abstract a nostalgic ideal of workers, a version 
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that best serves the ideological purpose of her social 

vision. 

Not surprisingly, when Eliot sets out to write her own 

natural history of workers in fictional form in the novel 

Adam Bade, the title character, who represents the ideal 

working-class man, possesses the same characteristics of 

workers in the realistic depictions she argues for in The 

Natural History of German Life. Adam Bede exhibits the 

same pride in his rank and calling that Eliot holds as a 

noble quality of the peasant character; he demonstrates a 

firm commitment to the value of work that she and other 

Victorian writers and artists consider one of most 

significant aspects of a moral code, which must be 

maintained within the culture and inculcated in workers 

particularly. 

In the years that intervene between Eliot's publication 

of The Natural History of German Life and Adam Bede, Ford 

Madox Brown was painting Work. Work was eventually 

exhibited in 1865, and Eliot did not have the benefit of 

consulting it when she complained in her review about the 

dearth of realistic representations of workers in art. 

Brown's purpose for painting this portrait of workers 

accords with Eliot's ideal for realistic depictions. As 

Brown remarks concerning his conception for the piece, "the 

British excavator, as he designates himself, . . - was at 
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least as worthy of the powers of an English painter as the 

fisherman of the Adriatic, the peasant of the Campagna, or 

the Neapolitan lassarone. Gradually this idea developed 

itself into that of Work as it now exists, with the British 

excavator as the outward and visible sign of P/or/c."^^ Eliot 

would applaud Brown's choice of subject matter: navvies and 

excavators who labor in the middle of a town. 

As opposed to earlier depictions of work in British 

paintings that often considered labor and workers only 

peripherally. Brown moves this group of workers to the 

center of the canvas. Instead of barely registering their 

existence or not chronicling it at all, he centrally 

represents work and workers. Brown focuses on the details 

of workers' bodies in a way that exaggerates and distorts 

their physical features—for example, the muscular forearms 

of the men, whose physical forms constitute the most 

defined among the many people that Brown also depicts in 

the painting. How can this change in the representation of 

workers be accounted for? Brown's painting represents a 

shift from Turner's Keelmen Heaving Coal By Moonlight in 

that work itself, particularly industrial labor, and the 

working-class bodies who perform that labor, have been 

assimilated to a vision of progress and social organization 

in which they no longer pose a threat. 

Other details about Brown's painting support the notion 



116 

that workers help establish and foster the gradual 

development of a social body in an environment of 

industrial progress. Brown began the painting in 1852, but 

abandoned it until T.E. Flint, an evangelist and speculator 

became interested in the piece, and offered the patronage 

Brown needed to complete it. Flint asked him to introduce 

a representation of Thomas Carlyle into the painting, a 

request that he honored. Brown depicts Carlyle on the right 

side of the canvas, whence he observes the workers' labor; 

in this context, Carlyle acts the patron saint of work and 

this idea constitutes the moral message of the piece 

itself. Depictions of a pauper selling flowers and a duo 

of wealthy women flank the workers on the other side of the 

canvas. According to Brown's remarks about these figures, 

the flower seller represents a "wretch who has never been 

taught to work," and the women represent "the rich, who 

have no need to work." As a whole, then, the painting 

frames work as a moral endeavor and the workers themselves 

as the principle vehicle for an ideal around which 

Victorian culture has organized itself. 

Furthermore, Brown's inclusion of Carlyle in the 

painting is especially significant in that especially 

Carlyle's Past and Present represents a touchstone text 

both for Victorians and contemporary readers. Fublished 

early in the Victorian period, 1843, this work manifests 
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some of the central concerns regarding the status of 

workers in this dynamic industrial era, specifically the 

heroic role workers may be assigned when appropriately 

governed and led by a working (rather than effete) 

aristocracy. 

In this text, Carlyle develops an ideal of work and 

workers that Eliot draws on in Adam Bede. Defining work as 

worship, Carlyle elaborates an account of workers that 

parallels Eliot's own, men with "[tlall and robust figures, 

young mostly or of middle age; of honest countenance, many 

of them thoughtful and even intelligent-looking men" (8). 

Carlyle's description resonates importantly with Eliot's 

characterization of Adam Bede in her novel and Brown's 

depiction of workers in his painting. All of these 

representations speak to the general shift in the Victorian 

period from regarding the worker as a threatening specter 

of revolt to an apparently opposite invocation of him: as a 

mechanism that assures the development of orderly progress 

in the changing social landscape of British society. 
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A Natural History of the Working-Class Ideal: 

George Eliot's Adam Bede 

In Adam Bede, George Eliot presents an account of work 

and a critique of social organization similar to Ford Madox 

Brovm's painting Work.^^ Drawing on Carlylean ideals of 

work, Eliot takes up the project of a realistic portrayal 

of workers' natural history for which she argues in her 

review, the Natural History of German Life, but further 

develops this ideology in fictional form. Eliot creates a 

social novel that aspires to engage the sympathy of middle 

to upper-class readers with regard to the heavily-laden 

lives of the working classes. Eliot explains her purpose: 

These fellow mortals, every one, must be accepted as 

they are: you can neither straighten their noses, 

brighten their wit, nor rectify their dispositions; and 

it is these people—amongst whom your life is passed— 

that it is needful you should tolerate, pity, and love: 

it is these more or less ugly, stupid, inconsistent 

people, whose movements of goodness you should be able 

to admire—for whom, you should cherish all possible 

hopes, all possible patience. And I would not, even if 

I had the choice, be the clever novelist who could 

create a world so much better than this, in which we get 

up in the morning to do our daily work, that you would 
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be likely to turn a harder, colder eye on the dusty 

streets and the common green fields—on the real 

breathing men and women, who can be cheered and helped 

onward by your fellow-feeling, your forbearance, your 

outspoken brave justice. (222) 

Eliot urges the upper classes to behave charitably to the 

working classes and demonstrates a portrait of workers that 

closely accords with the one she offers in her essay. She 

spurs her readers toward charitable actions by drawing on 

their paternalistic values, implicitly suggesting that such 

actions constitute "needful" ones and as such constitute 

part of the duties of the upper classes vis a vis the 

working classes. 

Compellingly, Eliot illustrates that the world she 

portrays in Adam Bade stands in contrast to a depiction 

that would attempt to make the "world so much better than 

this" and constitutes one whose realness is largely based 

on the idea of work. As Eliot suggests, the act of 

"get[ting] up in the morning to do our daily work" defines 

this world in opposition to idyllic accounts that show 

workers in the context of what their betters believe ought 

to motivate them instead of the impulses that actually do. 

In considering the effect of idyllic portrayals, she 

submits to her audience that these representations cause 

the upper classes to be dismissive of the world as it 
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really exists—"to turn a harder, colder eye on the dusty 

streets and the common green fields" and to become 

insensitive to the needs of "real breathing men and women, 

who can be cheered onward by your fellow-feeling, your 

forbearance, your outspoken justice." Unrealistic accounts 

produce a faulty opinion of workers that hinders 

sympathetic understanding between the classes and impedes 

the charitable actions that they require of their betters. 

Furthermore, as Eliot suggests in her essay, such accounts 

not only discourage the advancement of sympathy, but also 

are morally questionable, "a grave evil," since they 

pervert an understanding of workers that becomes crucial to 

the rendering of charity and the architecture of "a wise 

social policy" (110&131). 

"Realistic" representations depend upon a bourgeois 

ideology of work. Adam Bede, embodying Ford Madox Brown's 

idea of "the visible sign of work," represents an ideal 

working-class man who manifests the virtue of work more 

than any other character in the novel—including those from 

the upper classes. In this sense he represents the kind of 

work displayed in Brown's painting and by Carlyle in texts 

such as Past and Present—work that constitutes a moral 

endeavor performed by the working classes and sanctioned by 

the social body as a necessary means to its ideals 

concerning progress. 
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Instead of criticizing workers whose plodding animal 

natures can potentially make them resistant to moral 

teaching as she had in her earlier essay, Eliot celebrates 

them through her ideal in Adam Bede, illustrating how a 

morally fit worker can help reform a society organized 

according to paternalist principles. The character of Adam 

Bede does not constitute a threat to social hierarchy, 

then, but shows how well a social body can function by 

keeping class distinctions properly intact. To exceed the 

boundaries of these distinctions is to turn a smoothly 

functioning social organization on its head. Adam Bede 

illustrates the moral value inherent in work, as well as 

the political benefit of stable social organization 

fostered through gradual social change.^'' 

Eliot begins the novel with a scene of work, introducing 

Adam by showing him engaged in labor, and it is principally 

through his physical features that she represents him to 

the reader: 

the broad chest belonged to a large-boned muscular man 

nearly six feet high, with a back so flat and a head so 

well poised that when he drew himself up to take a more 

distant survey of his work, he had an air of a soldier 

standing at ease. The sleeve rolled up above the elbow 

showed an arm that was likely to win the prize for feats 

of strength; yet the long supple hand with its broad 
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finger-tips looked ready for works of skill. . . .The 

face was large and roughly hewn, and when in repose had 

no other beauty than such as belongs to an expression of 

good-humoured honest intelligence. (50) 

Eliot's verbal depiction of Adam's physical features is 

comparable to Brown's painterly depiction in the 

exaggeration of the working-class man's physicality. 

Eliot's composite of Adam body suggests that such a body is 

perfectly made for work. Moreover, Adam's straight figure 

suggests the poise of a soldier. Adam's arms enable him to 

execute "feats of strength," but this aptitude is balanced 

by another physical trait, a "long supple hand" that 

"looked ready for works of skill." It is as if Adam 

represents the evolution of specialized adaptive traits 

that render him naturally suited not just to the field but 

to skilled labor. Adam appears to be a worker in the midst 

of physical evolution and adaptation, and thus represents 

Eliot's ideal worker, one who will gradually adapt and 

manifest the skills to fit him for industrial labor. 

Immediately before Eliot's description of Adam, she 

suggests his presence through a hymn he sings in a "strong 

baritone": "Awake, my soul, and with the sun/ Thy daily 

stage of duty run;/ Shake off dull sloth . . (49). The 

vocalizing of this hymn solidifies Eliot's idealization of 

work as a morally important endeavor, sanctioned by 
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Christian values. Further, the natural divisions between 

the classes are consolidated by a prescriptive morality in 

which workers who do their duty through labor are found to 

be deserving of the appreciation and charitable sympathy of 

the upper classes. Eliot demonstrates this concern in the 

novel when she distinguishes between workers like Adam 

Bede, deserving of the fellow-feeling and brave justice of 

the upper classes, and Ben Cranage, a worker who fails to 

appreciate the worth of labor as a moral duty. Adam 

chastises him and some of the other workers for their lack 

of moral fiber in this regard: 

observing the cessation of tools he looked up and said 

in a tone of indignation, "Look there now! I can't 

abide to see men throw away their tools i' that way, the 

minute the clock begins to strike, as if they took no 

pleasure i' their work and was afraid o' doing a stroke 

too much. ... I hate to see a man's arms drop down as 

if he was shot, before the clock's fairly struck, just 

as if he'd never a bit o' pride and delight in 's work. 

(55) 

Thus, Adam serves as an ideological icon whose purpose is 

to both model ideal work and rebuke those workers who fall 

short of this ideal. Through his status as a model, Adam 

Bede interpellates workers (to use Althusser's term), that 

is, he calls them into their proper being and relation, to a 
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capitalist economy.^® Again, Eliot suggests the way in which 

workers' identities need to be shaped to serve Britain's 

transition into an era of industrial capitalism. 

Eliot figures Adam Bede as pivotal working-class 

character who acts as a prototype for the industrial worker 

of the nineteenth century. Adam, an artisan whose traits 

may easily be adapted to industrial labor, is represented 

as an ideal model of a worker generally, embodying the 

morality of work rather than the challenge of 

enfranchisement. So while Eliot depicts industrial workers 

only briefly in her consideration of working people in A 

Natural History of German Life, pausing merely to suggest 

their resistance to representation, in Adam Bede, she 

portrays a worker who embodies the humility of a peasant 

with the acute intelligence and developed skill often 

depicted with regard to industrial workers. This 

characterization enables Eliot to represent workers through 

a gradualist model of social progress, thus dissipating the 

threat they may pose to social order. Adam constitutes a 

figure that is thoroughly fixed through the tasks of work 

he performs, labor that reinforces and pays homage to the 

hierarchy of class. 

Through the voice of Adam Bede, Eliot expounds on the 

notion that work invested with moral value contributes to 

the fostering of sympathy between the classes as well as 
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within classes: 

I know a man must have the love of God in his soul, and 

the Bible's God's word. But what does the Bible say? 

Why, it says as God put his sperrit into the workman as 

built the tabernacle, to make him do all the carved work 

and things as he wanted a nice hand. And this is my way 

o' looking at it: there's the sperrit o' God in all 

things and all times . . .and i* the great works and 

inventions, and i' the figuring of the mechanics. And 

God helps us with our headpieces and our hands as well 

as with our souls; and if a man does bits o' jobs out o' 

the working hours—builds a oven for 's wife to save her 

from going to the bakehouse, or scrats at his bit o' 

garden and makes two potatoes grow istead o' one, he's 

doing more good, and he's just as near to God, as if was 

running after some preacher and a-praying and a-

groaning. (53-4) 

Here Adam responds to Seth concerning the matter of men 

behaving in an "over-speritial" manner. In this depiction, 

Eliot draws on the Carlylean ideal of worship manifesting 

itself through work. Engaging in labor, the workman 

fulfills the work of God. As Eliot represents it, the act 

of heartfelt work—in this case, work that is performed 

outside of the bounds of "working hours" constitutes a form 

of worship as valid as church-going. That this work—work 
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as worship—is performed within but also outside the bounds 

of the working day is significant since it suggests a 

worker such as Ben Cranage, whose "arms drop down as if he 

was shot, before the clock is fairly struck," performs 

labor through a selfish frame of reference rather than a 

sympathetic one. Eliot suggests that a man who spends the 

hours outside of work performing labor to ease and provide 

comfort for his family—"build an oven for 's wife to save 

her from going to the bakehouse, or scrats at his bit 'o 

garden and makes two potatoes istead of one"—does God's 

work. In addition, this passage also suggests that Eliot 

anchors her ideology in biblical authority. The worker is 

cherished among men for his role in building a holy 

sanctuary—a testament to God. Eliot also suggests that 

the worker, in imitation of God's creation of man in 

Genesis, breathes God's spirit into the product of his 

labor—"God put[s] his sperrit into the workman"—as such 

the worker functions as a co-creator. 

Eliot naturalizes the place of the worker and his role 

in terms of industrial progress through the concept of 

God's immanence in his creation. As Adam suggests, 

"there's the sperrit o' God in all things and all times . . 

. and i' the great works and inventions, and i' the 

figuring and the mechanics." By suggesting God's presence 

in the worker's labor, Eliot makes an effort to stabilize 
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the existing order of society through the authority of God. 

Most importantly, Eliot suggests the immanence of God in 

history, a narrative that bears His imprint and imprimatur. 

Eliot's ideology is also nationalistic. Her ideal 

worker becomes a means to consolidate a national identity, 

in that he serves within the role of ideal citizen. 

"[U]naware of the admiration he was exciting," Adam passes 

through the Chase (56), and the stranger observing him 

remarks to Mr. Casson, the landlord, "one meets some fine 

strapping fellows about .... I met as fine a young 

fellow as I ever saw in my life, about a half an hour ago, 

before I came up the hill—a carpenter, a tall broad 

shouldered fellow with black hair and black eyes, marching 

along like a soldier. We want such fellows to lick the 

French" (61). This description of Adam again 

overwhelmingly emphasizes his physical traits and his 

capacity as a laborer. The focus on his physicality 

explicitly suggests that a working man's physique is not 

only serviceable in terms of labor, but can also serve the 

nation in a time of war. Eliot demonstrates that the 

worker's status can be employed doubly in serving the 

social body as a stable identity: as a physical icon of 

both the moral worth of work and national power and 

strength. In each instance, workers consolidate a national 

identity for the British state: they act as ideal. 
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patriotic subjects who help fulfill a vision of the 

nation's progress. 

The investment of moral value in a worker's status is an 

evolution for Eliot in terms of the way she represents the 

worker's worth in A Natural History of German Life. In the 

review, workers appear to be incapable of manifesting a 

moral consciousness of their own. Indeed/ as I have noted 

previously, she suggests that it is a "miserable fallacy" 

for artists to suggest in their work "that high morality . 

. . can grow out of harsh social relations, ignorance, and 

want" (111) . Yet in her characterization of Adam Bede she 

offers a portrait that suggests that Adam is the most moral 

man in the book, more so than practically all of his 

betters. He acts as a moral conscience to the characters 

that stray from the flock, such as Arthur Donnithorne. 

Eliot demonstrates the Adam's role in a conversation he has 

with Captain Donnithorne who secretly meditates on the 

moral ambiguities of his dalliance with Hetty Sorrel, the 

dairy maid. The Captain remarks: 

I should think now, Adam, you never have any struggles 

within yourself. I fancy you would master a wish that 

you had made up your mind it was not quite right to 

indulge, as easily as you would knock down a drunken 

fellow who was quarrelsome with you. I mean, you are 

never shilly-sally, first making up your mind that you 
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won't do a thing, and then doing it after all? (212) 

In this passage, Adam Bede models moral probity for Arthur 

Donnithorne's benefit. Adam represents the kind of man who 

does not struggle with moral ambiguity since he makes 

decisions that are morally absolute. Significantly, Arthur 

likens Adam's moral resolution in decision-making to his 

physical prowess, suggesting that Adam masters his desires 

"as easily as [he] would knock down a drunken fellow who 

was quarrelsome." This analogy further demonstrates that 

Eliot links Adam's moral character with his physical skill 

as a worker, a point that she solidifies through Arthur's 

suggestion that Adam has "an iron will, as well as an iron 

arm." 

Eliot's casting of Adam's response suggests that his 

capacity for making decisions connects crucially with the 

moral value invested in work: 

I've seen pretty clear, ever since I could cast up a 

sum, as you can never do what's wrong without breeding 

sin and trouble more than you could ever see. It's like 

a bit o' bad workmanship—you never see the end of th' 

end o' the mischief it'll do. And it's a poor look-out 

to come into the world to make your fellow creatures 

worse off instead o' better. 

Here, Eliot suggests through another analogy that poor 

decision-making can produce deleterious consequences. 
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Through the example of bad workmanship, she implies that 

the acts for which humans are responsible have lasting 

repercussions, reverberating throughout the social body and 

affecting its various members because of the interdependent 

nature of such a system. Adam's statement about the result 

of poorly executed work and its potential to make "your 

fellow creatures worse off instead of better" demonstrates 

Eliot's concern about the necessity for sympathetic regard 

among the classes, whose actions critically affect one 

another. Bad behavior, like bad work, reverberates 

throughout a social system dependent upon its members to 

perform the duties inherent to their class position. 

Initially, it seems surprising that Eliot would use Adam 

as the mouthpiece for her notion of the importance for a 

sympathetic regard between the classes, since in A Natural 

History of German Life she argues that workers are 

incapable of demonstrating the high-minded morality of 

their betters. Yet she portrays Adam's understanding of 

morality as basic to his class and social status. Adam is 

a noble peasant, true to his rank and calling, with a firm, 

black and white sense of social justice. To him the 

necessity of doing good work and behaving according to a 

code that produces a positive effect in one's commiinity is 

elementary; it is as basic as "casting up a sxam." 

Adam's relationship to social hierarchy constitutes a 
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conservative and traditional one; he does not question the 

organization of society—he has internalized the laws of 

social rank and assumes them to be natural. As Eliot 

suggests, Adam "[is] very susceptible to the influences of 

rank," and this susceptibility stems from an "instinctive 

reverence" for his betters such as Arthur Donnithorne (208-

9). Adam embodies the mythic ideal of peasants and 

workers, who, according to Eliot, have a nature "like 

Adam's, with a great need of love and reverence in it, 

[which] depends for so much of its happiness on what it can 

believe and feel about others" (341). Eliot uses Adam as a 

model on which to build her sense of workers' natural 

classification within the social body. The traits that she 

attributes to workers illustrate their need for worthy 

leaders toward whom they may direct their natural 

inclinations for reverence. 

Eliot is not uncritical toward the upper classes, 

however. She critiques the behavior of an idle and self-

absorbed aristocracy in the form of the Donnithornes— 

particularly through the behavior of Arthur, heir to the 

Donnithorne estate. While workers such as Adam and tenants 

like the Poysers perform the requisite duties of their 

class, the Donnithornes fall short of performing their 

paternalistic duties. Eliot depicts the reckless way of 

thinking that typifies men of Arthur's high social status: 
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No young man could confess his faults more candidly; 

candour was one of his favorite virtues; and how can a 

man's candour be seen in all its lustre unless he has a 

few failings to talk of? But he had an agreeable 

confidence that his faults were all of a generous kind— 

impetuous, warm-blooded, leonine; never crawling, 

crafty, reptilian. It was not possible for Arthur 

Donnithorne to do anything mean, dastardly, or cruel. . 

. . You perceive that Arthur Donnithorne was "a good 

fellow"—all his college friends thought him such: he 

c o u l d n ' t  b e a r  t o  m a k e  a n y o n e  u n c o m f o r t a b l e  . . . .  

Whether he would have self-mastery enough to be always 

as harmless and purely beneficent as his good nature led 

him to desire, was a question that no one yet had 

decided against him. . . . and we don't inquire too 

closely into the character of a handsome generous young 

fellow, who will have property enough to support 

niomerous peccadilloes—who, if he should unfortunately 

break a man's legs in his rash driving, will be able to 

pension him handsomely; or if he should happen to spoil 

a woman's existence for her, will make it up to her with 

e x p e n s i v e  b o n - b o n s  . . . .  (16 9 - 7 0 )  

In this passage, Eliot demonstrates the selfish and narrow 

point of view of those favored by wealth and social status. 

She illustrates the disregard of others implicit in 
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Arthur's indulgent opinion of his own generous nature. 

Eliot suggests that Arthur has an inborn benevolence, as 

Adam possesses a instinctive reverence. Such benevolence 

would enable him to deflect the consequences of his 

"peccadilloes"—allowing him to assuage the effects of his 

bad conduct with pensions and bon-bons through the returns 

of his substantial property. Of course, what Eliot's 

omniscient narrator exposes to the readers concerning 

Arthur's character is not visible to Arthur, and this is 

part of Eliot's point; a self-serving aristocracy has lost 

touch with duties requisite to its social position. 

Instead of fostering the health and growth of the social 

body by demonstrating an appropriate benevolent regard for 

the lower orders, the upper classes actually threaten the 

fibers of sympathy connecting the classes, through their 

callous and selfish use of them. Eliot's characterization 

of Arthur's behavior in this passage stands in stark 

contrast to her representation of Adam's belief concerning 

good work, of the worship it makes manifest and of the 

propensity of selfless labor to enrich the whole of 

society. For Eliot, then, the upper classes and workers 

must all be held accountable to a code of moral conduct 

that fosters productive relations between the classes and 

nurtures the health of the social body. 

In criticizing the lapse of paternalism in the novel. 
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Eliot does not suggest that the social hierarchy needs 

reorganization, but that the conduct of its governors 

requires reform. The natural classifications of the 

members of the social body must be retained. Eliot 

repeatedly emphasizes the notion that members of each 

class, such as Adam and Arthur, hold inborn and instinctive 

traits that justify their social positions: as Adam is 

naturally inclined toward dependence and the regard of his 

betters, so Arthur is naturally given to the patronage of 

the lower orders. Yet the duties of each class with regard 

to one another must be performed well, and Mrs. Poyser's 

comment on the lackluster performance of Mr. Donnithorne, 

Arthur's grandfather, speaks to this concern: 

I know there's them as is born t' own the land, and them 

is as born to sweat on 't,' . . . and I know its 

christened folks duty to submit to their betters as fur 

as flesh and blood will bear it; but I'll not make a 

martyr o* myself, and wear myself to skin and bone . . . 

for no landlord in England, not if he was King George 

himself. (392) 

The savvy Mrs. Poyser concedes that acting out the duties 

befitting her social station is morally correct and 

necessary. And significantly, this social arrangement 

resonates with a Christian code of conduct. Yet as Mrs. 

Poyser points out, there are boundaries for such 
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submission, for the duty to submit is limited by the body's 

ability to endure it. Through Mrs. Poyser, Eliot suggests 

that the obligations of the lower orders are limited by an 

inherent sense of justice within the moral code of 

paternalism, and they are not duty-bound to labor or submit 

to the whims of their betters under unjust or immoral 

conditions, even if the King himself orders it. 

From Eliot's point of view, then, the organization of 

the social hierarchy must also implicitly involve a moral 

code of behavior in which the members of each class 

contribute to the general well-being of the social body. 

Losing consciousness of one's social position causes a loss 

of contact with the natural, necessary and moral movement 

of history, and such a lapse can radically dissolve healthy 

social relationships. Eliot uses Arthur's seduction of 

Hetty Sorrel as a means to illustrate this. After Arthur 

begins to fall in love with Hetty, the impropriety of which 

he immediately senses, he purposefully meets her in the 

wood intending to "set things right with her by a kindness 

which would have the air of friendly civility, and prevent 

her from running away with wrong notions about their mutual 

relation" (182). Arthur means to forthrightly reassert the 

class distinctions that make a union between Hetty and 

himself impossible. And yet his resolve slips away when he 

sees Hetty begin to cry: 
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"You little frightened bird! little tearful rose! 

silly pet! You won't cry again, now I'm with you, will 

you?" Ah, he doesn't know in the least what he is 

saying. This is not what he meant to say. His arm is 

stealing round the waist again, it is tightening its 

clasp; he is bending his face nearer and nearer to the 

round neck, his lips are meeting those pouting child-

lips, and for a long moment time has vanished. He may 

be a shepherd in Arcadia for aught he knows, he may be 

the first youth kissing the first maiden, he may be Eros 

himself sipping the lips of Psyche—it is all one. (182) 

In this crucial moment, Arthur loses consciousness of 

the duties of his class and the class distinctions between 

himself and Hetty. Compellingly, Eliot uses the elements 

of the pastoral, a genre notorious for its forgetfulness of 

history, to describe the moment Arthur falls irrevocably in 

love with Hetty.Thus Eliot reinvokes a concern she 

develops in her review A Natural History of German Life, in 

which she expresses her concern that "town-bred" artists 

commit grave moral errors in portraying the working classes 

through a pastoral sensibility, since such a depiction 

effectively erases the real details of workers' natural 

history: "The painter is still under the influence of 

idyllic literature, which has always expressed the 

imagination of the cultivated and the town-bred, rather 
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than the truth of rustic life" (109). Portrayals of 

workers, when cast in idyllic terms by privileged artists, 

lead to the formation of a narrow and potentially erroneous 

point of view concerning the character of workers. These 

representations lead to the formation of false opinions 

because of their disconnection from the truth of the 

natural history of the classes. Similarly, Arthur 

Donnithorne falls victim to a misguided sensibility; the 

faulty point of view from which he regards Hetty and the 

narrow selfishness that characterizes his personality lead 

him to forget the duties of his class and pursue her. 

Throughout the rest of the novel, Eliot demonstrates the 

grave consequences resulting from such a loss of 

consciousness. 

Principally, Eliot employs Hetty's character and 

behavior to illustrate both the cause of and the 

consequences that result from a lapse in paternalism. 

Eliot ties the degeneration of paternalistic values to the 

beauty and behavior of a woman who acts selfishly and 

seductively.^' While attributing a lapse in paternalism to 

Arthur's failure to demonstrate a code of behavior based on 

characteristics he innately possesses as an agent of 

benevolence, Eliot ascribes Hetty's lack of regard for the 

moral code to a lapse of maternal instinct. Paradoxically, 

her seductiveness and desirability threaten to unsex her. 
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for these qualities antithetically oppose maternal 

instinct, the most valued characteristic of true womanhood. 

Eliot prominently portrays Hetty's failure to exhibit 

maternal instincts in the novel, particularly in relation 

to her young cousin. Hetty regards her aunt and uncle's 

child, who is often under her care, as "a day-long plague," 

and 

would have been glad to hear that she should never see a 

child again; they were worse than the nasty little lambs 

that the shepherd was always bringing in to be taken 

special care of in lambing time. ... As for the young 

chickens and turkeys, Hetty would have hated the very 

word "hatching," if her aunt had not bribed her to 

attend the young poultry by promising her the proceeds 

of one out of every brood. The round downy chicks 

peeping out from under their mother's wing never touched 

Hetty with any pleasure; that was not the sort of 

prettiness she cared about, but she did care about the 

prettiness of the new things she would buy for herself 

at the Treddleston fair with the money they fetched. 

(200) 

In this passage, Eliot portrays Hetty's lack of maternal 

instinct alongside her selfish desire for pretty things. 

She regards babies and dependent creatures at best with 

indifference, and at worst with disgust. While repulsed by 



139 

"the nasty lambs" and untouched by "the round downy 

chicks," Hetty's motivation to perform the task of caring 

for them lies in her desire for money and finery. 

In depicting Hetty's failure to demonstrate the virtuous 

traits of female behavior, Eliot shows that such a failure 

is in part due to Hetty's beauty, one which distinguishes 

her from other women of her class—as Miss Irwine, the 

rector's mother, remarks, "She's a perfect beauty! . . . 

What a pity such beauty as that should be thrown away among 

the farmers, when it's wanted so terribly among the good 

families without fortune" (319). Miss Irwine regards 

Hetty's physical beauty as a waste since such aesthetic 

qualities do not serve the class of laborers to facilitate 

advantageous matches as they would in the upper classes. 

Among women of Hetty's class, beauty is not deemed an 

advantage; while it enables her to attract the notice of 

gentlemen, the knowledge of this notice can "spoil her for 

her a poor man's wife," as Mr. Irwine says in warning to 

Arthur. 

While Hetty's pregnancy and infanticide are blamed on 

Arthur's seduction of her, the novel's narrator vacillates 

between placing the blame on Arthur's scurrilous conduct 

and Hetty's seductive beauty. As Eliot suggests, the 

"'dear deceit' of beauty hides "moral deficiencies" and 

causes men such as Adam and Arthur to be deceived into 
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believing Hetty to be a "dear, affectionate, good little 

thing" (200 &198). Hetty's beauty has the theatrical 

propensity to disguise her true character and often 

distracts those who are rapt by it, causing them to misread 

that character. As Eliot's narrator, who often registers 

this phenomenon, suggests in one of Hetty's dress-up 

scenes, "How pretty the little puss looks in that odd 

dress! It would be the easiest folly in the world to fall 

in love with her . . . (197). In another scene of this 

kind the narrator remarks. 

It is impossible to be wise on the subject of earrings 

as one looks at her; what should those delicate pearls 

and crystals be made for, if not for such ears? One 

cannot even find fault with the tiny round holes which 

they leave when they are taken out; perhaps water-nixies 

and such lovely things without souls, have these little 

round holes in their ears by nature, ready to hang 

jewels in. And Hetty must be one of them: it is too 

painful to think that she is a woman, with a woman's 

destiny before her—a woman spinning in young ignorance 

a light web of folly and vain hopes which may one day 

close around her and press upon her, a rancorous 

poisoned garment, changing all at once her fluttering 

trivial butterfly sensations into a life of deep hxaman 

anguish. (295). 



141 

Here, the narrator meditates on Hetty's beauty, the effect 

of which is to distract one from becoming concerned with 

the vanity she often exhibits. Her beauty momentarily 

disguises the social and moral realities that determine 

one's existence within the social body. Hetty, and others 

that regard her, lose themselves in a beauty that 

momentarily results in a transcendence of social roles and 

the moral obligations that attend them. In the narrator's 

comparison of Hetty to such fictive beings as a water-

nixies, Eliot suggests that Hetty's ethereal beauty seduces 

those who view it into ignoring her conduct and character, 

as well as her true status—in terms of both her class and 

her position as a woman. As a peasant woman, Hetty cannot 

transcend the historical factors of social status and sex. 

Class delimits social mobility, but Eliot's narrator opines 

Hetty's fate as a woman: "It is too painful to think that 

she is a woman, with a woman's destiny before her." 

Hetty's condition as a woman, particularly as a beautiful 

one, makes her vulnerable to a "web of folly" which 

threatens to render her life one of "deep anguish." 

The code of moral conduct according to one's gender and 

class operates in tandem to ensure the functioning of a 

social body organized according to paternalistic 

principles. Hetty partly initiates the lapse in 

paternalism in the novel by failing to control a beauty 
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anomalous to her class. By the end of the novel, the focus 

on which the narrative turns is the unspeakable murder of 

her own child. The unnaturalness of such an act 

dramatically demonstrates the effect of a lapse in 

paternalism. As Eliot suggests, the act itself must be 

viewed in terms of the consequences of such a failure—one 

which will reverberate through the social body and affect 

all of its members; she warns her readers: "God preserve 

you and me from being the beginners of such misery!" (435). 

Eliot's implication here is that tragic events do not 

merely result from the deeds of one individual, but 

originate in a society lead by governors who disregard 

paternalistic principles. 

Given the fact that this is a society in which "[m]en*s 

lives are as thoroughly blended with each other as the air 

they breathe" and among them "evil spreads as necessarily 

as disease" as Mr. Irwine suggests, Arthur's lapse in 

judgment unbalances a society characterized by self-

sufficiency. Arthur, as Hetty's seducer, begets a misery 

that spreads throughout the entire community. Through his 

actions, he threatens the self-sufficiency and placid 

containment of the organic society that he governs. And 

again, Hetty bears the projection of this breakdown of 

interdependence. Her pregnancy, because it represents a 

violation of the trajectory of dependence through which the 
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social order finds its expression, causes her to be thrust 

outside of that community and never restored to it. The 

child Hetty murders constitutes the flesh and blood 

embodiment of the violation of the strict boundaries of 

social organization. 

Eliot demonstrates that Hetty is the figure through 

which a breakdown in social organization is effected by 

charting her devolution from a respected member of her 

class into a beggar who exists on the fringes of the 

community. As Hetty journeys in her pregnant state to 

solicit help from her seducer, Arthur Donnithorne, Eliot 

depicts Hetty's reaction to this condition: 

she began to think of what course she should take, to 

remember that all her money was gone, to look at the 

pr o s p e c t  o f  f u r t h e r  w a n d e r i n g  a m o n g  s t r a n g e r s  . . . .  

But which way could she turn? . . . [T]here was nothing 

but immediate beggary before her. She thought of a 

young woman who had been found against the church wall 

at Hayslope one Sunday, nearly dead with cold and 

hunger—a tiny infant in her arms: the woman was 

rescued and taken to the parish. The parish! You can 

perhaps hardly xonderstand the effect of the word on a 

mind like Hetty's, brought up among people who were 

somewhat hard in their feelings towards poverty, who 

lived among the fields, and little pity for want and 
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rags as a hard inevitable fate such as they sometimes 

seem in cities, but held as a mark of idleness and vice 

that brought burthens on the parish. (424) 

Eliot illuminates Hetty's feelings concerning dependence 

upon charity in a fashion that resonates with the ideal of 

work represented through Adam. Hetty's regard for those 

relying on the charity of the parish is filtered through an 

ideal concerning the moral value of work. According to the 

values of the social body as Eliot represents them, workers 

must perform their duty through work without resorting to 

relief from the parish. The idleness represented through 

dependence on the parish constitutes a disregard for the 

duties incumbent upon members at every rung of the social 

hierarchy. Resorting to the relief of the parish violates 

the terms that define the social body as a self-sufficient 

unit, with each member working to assure symbiotic relation 

between the levels of the hierarchy, rather than a 

parasitic one. 

While Hetty's condition signals a disruption of a 

normally contained and self-sufficient social body, her 

final expulsion from the community and Arthur's voluntary 

departure from it assure the restoration of a productive 

cycle of dependence within the social hierarchy. Arthur 

wins Hetty a pardon from execution, but cannot save her 

from transportation, and he himself leaves Hayslope in the 
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hope that the coiranunity may recover from the disruption. As 

landlord of the Poysers' farm, Arthur absents himself so 

that the Poysers will not be forced themselves into a 

disgraceful leave-taking—as such, Arthur assures the 

rightful stewardship of those born to labor on the land. 

The Poyser family has had tenantship of the Hall Farm for 

generations, and through Arthur's departure Eliot suggests 

the necessity of maintaining this inheritance and the 

static social roles such a legacy embodies. 

By the end of the novel, then, the social hierarchy and 

the roles of its members, all compromised by the moral 

laxity of Arthur Donnithorne, are reordered. The harvest 

supper represents the role of the worker as a means to 

realize the appropriate organization of the social body. 

As Adam remarks, the harvest supper marks "one o' the 

joyfullest time o' the year, and a time when men are the 

most thankfullest" (559). As an annual event that marks 

the harvesting of the crop, the supper also celebrates the 

perennial cycles of the earth that are continual and 

returning. Such an occasion also has the effect of re

marking the permanent, static nature of the social roles 

embodied in the community. The harvest supper celebrates 

not just the harvest itself, but the work of the harvest. 

The supper at the Poysers rewards the laborers for their 

effort and Eliot's narrator pays homage to their status as 
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workers through her characterizations of them: 

There was Kester Bale, for example .... Was there any 

man in Loamshire who knew better the "natur" of all 

farming work? One of those invaluable laborers who can 

not only turn their hand to everything, but excel in 

everything they turn their hand to. It is true Kester's 

knees were much bent outward by this time, and he walked 

with a perpetual curtsy, as if he were among the most 

reverent of men. And so he was; but I am obliged to 

admit that the object of his reverence was his own 

skill, towards which he performed some rather affecting 

acts of worship. ... I am not ashamed of commemorating 

old Kester; you and I are indebted to the hard hands of 

such men—hands that have long ago mingled with the soil 

they tilled so faithfully, thriftily making the best 

they could of the earth's fruits, and receiving the 

smallest share as their own wages. (562) 

Here Eliot's narrator celebrates a man who like Adam, 

represents the ideal of work. Eliot characterizes Kester 

in a way that tautologically suggests that labor makes the 

man and man makes labor. Kester literally embodies his 

years of laboring effort, as his knees "ben[d] outward . . 

. and he walk[s] with a perpetual curtsy." Labor not only 

shapes Kester, but whose labor in turn shapes and enables 

the progress which has been reached in the years since 



147 

Kester's time; Eliot suggests this in her tribute and 

indebtedness to the "hard hands of such men." Furthermore, 

in this passage Eliot also draws on Carlylean notions of 

work, and suggests that Kester, in performing his 

obligations within the social body, embodies reverence in 

his person. Although Eliot humorously suggests that his 

reverence is to his own skill, such a reverence in a worker 

accrues a positive value and demonstrates not just self-

reverence; in embracing his skill as a laborer and 

venerating it, the worker also reverences the moral value 

of work and the social position requiring the performance 

of such work. 

The celebration and re-marking of the distinctions with 

the social body is made particularly evident in the 

drinking song that the laborers traditionally chant at the 

harvest supper: 

Here's a health unto our master. 
The founder of the feast; 

Here's a health unto our master 
And to our Mistress! 

And may his doings prosper 
Whate'er he takes in hand. 

For we are all his servants. 
And are at his command. 

This hymn to an established hierarchy reinforces the static 

status the social body assigns to workers. The harvesting 

and the celebration of it are attributed to the founding 
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generosity of the master. The singing of this tune is 

particularly compelling since the "master" of the estate in 

the form of Arthur Donnithorne is literally absent, and yet 

the invocation of his figurative presence in the song, as 

well as the labor celebrated through its singing, seems all 

that is necessary to reestablish the status quo in a social 

body that has suffered a temporary disruption. Part of 

Eliot's point in ending the novel through a celebration of 

work, then, is to show how labor functions to consolidate 

and provide stability for a social body: the ideal of work 

mitigates potential disturbances to the social body, even 

when brought on by the governors of that society, who are 

supposed to assure order. Work itself is the reliable 

mechanism through which social order may be realized and 

maintained. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

From Havens to Hells: Imagining Families and Factories in 

Charlotte Bronte's Shirley 

Charlotte Bronte conceived of her novel Shirley as an 

examination of the problem of the worker and factory life. 

Indeed, she regarded her contribution to the debate about 

workers and factories as important and original enough to 

become concerned by the publication of Elizabeth Gaskell's 

novel Mary Barton in 1848. Worrying that Gaskell had 

scooped her with the publication of a novel similarly 

topical, Bronte fretted in a letter to her publisher, "In 

reading Mary Barton (a clever though painful tale) I was a 

little dismayed to find myself in some measure anticipated 

both in subject and incident . . . While Bronte's 

project resembles Gaskell's in its debate about the roles 

of manufacturers and the appropriate disposition of workers 

within the social body, Gaskell illustrates the opposition 

between the factory and the home to show how the treatment 

of workers in factories and their living conditions 

compromise their domestic and family life, the maintenance 

of which is crucial to the health and survival of workers, 

as well as the fitness of the social body as a whole. In 

contradistinction, Bronte examines the conditions of 

factory life and the motivations of manufacturers to 

explore the limitations of family life.''° In an unusual 
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examination of the position of workers and the condition of 

the factory, Bronte focuses on the problems and questions 

that result from industrialization, and how the family, 

relied upon as a stabilizing mechanism with regard to 

industrial ills, is inherently unstable and vexed. In 

fact, rather than providing a dependable means to mitigate 

these problems, the family itself represents an innately 

sick and oppressive institution, a component of English 

"establishment" that ultimately constitutes a flawed system 

based on paternalist values. 

Bronte's novel Shirley suggests that family life, 

often regarded as absolute, natural arrangement, actually 

needs as much reformation as the system of industry itself. 

Her contemplation of tyranny and revolt in English society 

in the novel acts as a palimpsest for an exploration of the 

injustices and oppressions which occur within the normally 

sanctified bounds of home and hearth. Bronte anticipates 

the critique of the family that Frederick Engels struggles 

with in his study The Condition of the Working Classes in 

England, but would not arrive at until over thirty years 

later in his important essay The Origin of the Family, 

Private Property^ and the State: that the institution of 

the family is crucial to the workings of society generally, 

a social hierarchy that depends upon its various 

institutions, work and home included, functioning according 
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to an overarching system of paternalist values. 
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Family Life in the Novels of Elizabeth Gaskell and 

Frederick Engels' The Condition of the Working Class in 

England 

In the novels and other cultural documents that 

grapple with the effects of industry on Victorian society, 

family life was defined and delineated through qualities 

that opposed those characterizing the world of the factory. 

Elizabeth Gaskell utilizes just this opposition in Mary 

Barton as a means to suggest how far afield the captains of 

industry remain from manifesting a familial model of social 

relationships within the organization of the factory as 

well as outside of it. The assumption that the family 

represents an ideal model for the organization of social 

relationships is borne out by Gaskell's effective 

rhetorical employment of this model. As I have shown in 

chapter one, she convinces her readers of the truth of 

workers' suffering in the novel by suggesting that their 

deprivation is so extreme, it keeps them from practicing a 

domesticity that is crucial to their happiness and health, 

as well as to salubrity of the social body. In North and 

South, published serially in Household Words from 1854-

1855, Gaskell suggests a solution to the radical opposition 

of factory and family, showing how the modeling of family 

relationships in factory organization mends a divided 
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society, facilitating the health and well being of society 

and individual workers. 

Gaskell was driven to write North and South partly as 

a response to the criticism leveled at Mazy Barton. The 

community of manufacturers in Manchester roundly criticized 

Gaskell for a portrayal of captains of industry that they 

thought to be unfair. The Manchester Guardian and the 

British Quarterly attacked the novel for its one-

sidedness.''^ W.R. Greg, in a review published in the 

Edinburgh Review^ castigated Gaskell for her unfair 

portrayal of factory owners and her exaggerations of class 

conflicts between manufacturers and workers.Of course, 

Gaskell received favorable reviews as well, from such 

illustrious figures as Thomas Carlyle and Charles Kingsley. 

Yet she seemed most provoked by those who criticized the 

novel for its unjust depiction of the relationship between 

manufacturers and workers. In the aftermath of this sort 

of criticism of the novel, Gaskell took pains to 

demonstrate the true alignment of the novel's message with 

manufacturing interest. In a letter to the sister-in-law 

of W.R. Greg, she argues that it was never her intention to 

foster class antagonism and expresses her deep regret that 

anyone, as a result of reading her novel, "should be misled 

and prejudiced against the masters, and that class be 

estranged from class."" 
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Gaskell suggests that the disapproving responses of 

critics such as Greg originate in a misapprehension of her 

novel's purpose. In writing Mary Barton she intended to 

expose the wrongs committed by some of the manufacturers 

and detail the suffering of a part of the population of 

workers, not castigate all manufacturers, many of whom she 

concedes, care as much about workers as they do for 

themselves. Gaskell will continue to maintain her alliance 

with manufacturers, and indeed, go to great lengths to 

demonstrate it by writing the novel North and South. 

Here Gaskell demonstrates her belief in an ideal 

synthesis of factory and home in North and South and also 

her admiration for certain manufacturers—such Samuel Greg 

and the Spottiswoodes—masters who attempted to imitate 

family life in the organization, discipline and care of 

their workers. After touring the print-works of the 

Spottiswoodes, a factory ensconced within a home, Gaskell 

wrote effusively to Grace Scwabe: 

They live in a great large house in Farringdon Street, 

and here they have all the "printers devils" & 

apprentices &c to live with them. They have a room 

fitted up as a chapel at the top of the house, in 

which prayers are read; & hymns sung to an organ 

played by one of the Mr. Spottiswoodes every morning & 

night. They take their meals, their work, their walks 
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& pleasures all under the guidance of this Mr. S. as 

if he was their elder brother. They have good 

engravings from all the great religious pictures . . . 

hung round their clean and cheerful eating room; they 

have an Xmas tree at Christmas,—in short they are 

like a large and happy 

family . . . . 

Instead of constructing the workplace as a separate 

institution operating in opposition to the home, the 

Spottiswoodes elide the boundaries between them, lodging 

the factory within the home itself. The workplace, 

normally alienated from domestic life, becomes stabilized 

through making the factory into a home. Rather than 

suffering from the alienation that results from the distant 

attitude assumed by an apathetic factory owner such as Mr. 

Carson in Mary Barton, the workers and masters in the 

Spottiswoode establishment become a family, cementing their 

bond with one another through food, work, prayer, and even 

co-habitation. Significantly, this fraternity of masters 

and men thrive under a particularly middle-class notion of 

family life. As Gaskell describes them, the family lives 

as a middle-class Victorian family would, and possesses all 

of its accoutrements: the organ, the good engravings, and 

the Christmas tree for the holidays. By enfolding workers 

within a safe haven of middle-class family life, the 
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various anxieties associated with workers and the world of 

the factory in general may be assuaged. 

Perhaps with the benevolence of masters such as the 

Spottiswoodes in mind, Gaskell demonstrates the successful 

integration of the spheres of factory and home in her novel 

North and South.The plot of the novel in part concerns 

the reformation of the manufacturer Mr. Thornton, who 

successfully models family life for his factory workers by 

the end of the novel. In cooperation with his workers, 

Thornton builds a dining room for them in the mill, and 

begins to eat with them regularly. In Thornton's 

explanation to a friend concerning the inspiration for this 

benevolent project, he narrates a visit he makes to one of 

the worker's homes. During his stay, he becomes horrified 

at the sight of "such a miserable black frizzle of a 

dinner—a greasy cinder of meat"(444). The details noted 

by Thornton are significant in that they communicate the 

idea that although workers may aspire to domesticity, they 

may need some help from their betters in order to fully 

achieve it. The dinner Thornton catches sight of in the 

worker's home is a poor substitute for an adequate supper; 

it is merely a "black frizzle." Through his intervention, 

Thornton is able to achieve for workers what they are not 

yet capable of achieving for themselves: the fundamentals 

of nutrition combined with bourgeois culninary art. 
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Furthermore, Thornton's fostering kinship-like ties 

with his workers facilitates a stable relationship between 

them. Another character remarks to him, "Nothing like the 

act of eating for equalising men" (446). These bonds are 

so strong that when the vacillations of trade threaten to 

ruin Thornton, his workers do not riot, take revenge, or 

even leave his employ; instead they stand by, even working 

overtime without pay to keep Thornton's bankruptcy at bay. 

The factory hands' support of their employer Mr. Thornton 

is reflects their gratitude for his benevolence. Thornton 

suggests, "My only wish is to have the opportunity of 

cultivating some intercourse with the hands beyond the mere 

'cash nexus'" (525). By the end of the novel, Thornton 

commits himself more to brotherhood than business. In 

Carlylean fashion Mammonism, or the relationship of the 

cash-nexus, becomes secondary to the productive relations 

forged between masters and men. The realization of such a 

model in North and South represents Gaskell's Utopian 

vision of an industrial world, one in which workers, men 

and women all function productively within a benign and 

peaceful hierarchy. Gaskell makes the factory over, from 

the hellish images she constructs in Mary Barton into a 

haven in North and South, into a sanctified space in which 

workers break bread with their masters, just as the 

patriarch of the family would sit down to supper with his 



158 

grateful dependents. 

Surprisingly, in The Condition of the Working Classes 

in England, Frederick Engels draws upon the same ideal of 

family life as Gaskell does in her novels."® Both Gaskell 

and Engels imagine that factories function antagonistically 

in relation to family life. Yet while Gaskell maintains a 

liberal attitude toward manufacturers in her work, making 

the case in both Mary Barton and North and South that the 

relation between factory hands and owners may be reformed 

and thus become socially productive, Engels argues that 

workers in this system suffer an enslavement to employers 

who do nothing to alleviate their misery: "the English 

middle-class, especially the manufacturing class, which is 

enriched directly by the means of the poverty of workers, 

persists in ignoring this poverty. This class . . . will 

not confess, even to itself, that the workers are in 

distress, because it, the property-holding manufacturing 

class, must bear the moral responsibility for this 

distress" (52). Though Gaskell and Engels disagree 

somewhat as to the reasons behind the suffering of workers, 

each argues for the reformation of industry and the 

treatment of workers, agreeing that the conditions within 

which workers live inhibit a healthy domesticity. 

Engels' work represents a contribution to a growing 

genre of literature devoted to the problems of 
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industrialism written in the 1830s and 1840s.The grim 

journalistic details and description echo the work of James 

Kay as well as writers such as Andrew Ure and W. Cooke 

Ta y l o r ,  m o s t  o f  w h o m  E n g e l s  c i t e s  i n  h i s  s t u d y . E n g e l s  

distinguishes himself from the work of these other writers 

in the radical position he takes with regard to the status 

of workers. To varying degrees, the other writers 

contributing to this genre of writing maintain a liberal 

stance with regard to the practice of free trade, yet 

simultaneously hold to relatively conservative positions 

concerning the social position of workers, arguing against 

the enfranchisement that Chartists demanded. Engels, on 

the other hand, maintains more radically that the 

proletariat will rise out of the oppression created through 

industrialism and bourgeois dominance and accede to a 

dominant position of class power."® Engels prophesizes at 

the end of his work: 

the war of the poor against the rich now carried on in 

detail and indirectly will become direct and 

universal. It is too late for a peaceful solution. 

These classes are divided more and more sharply, the 

spirit of resistance penetrates the workers, the 

bitterness intensifies . . . and soon a slight motion 

will suffice to set the avalanche in motion. Then, 

indeed, will the war-cry resound through the land: 
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"War to the palaces, peace to the cottages!"—but then 

it will be too late for the rich to beware. (322) 

Engels predicts an apocalyptic outcome to the industrial 

revolution very similar to the one which writers such as 

Gaskell and Kay fear. Yet unlike them, Engels does not 

hope for a reconciliation between the classes or any 

peaceful conclusion to the class warfare he observes. He 

advocates an overturning of the traditional social 

hierarchy, fiercely critiquing the paternalist values that 

inform such a system. Nevertheless, throughout The 

Condition of the Working Classes in England, he maintains a 

sentimental vision of family life similar to Gaskell's, 

using the ideals associated with middle-class domesticity 

to bolster his critique of industrial capitalism and its 

effects.®" 

According to Engels' view of historical events, the 

myth of the "Merry Old England," in existence before the 

introduction of machinery, represents a fiction created by 

a paternalist social order, and has beg\m to disintegrate. 

Yet Engels idyllically portrays the condition of workers 

during this pre-industrial period: 

So the workers vegetated throughout a passably 

comfortable existence, leading a righteous and 

peaceful life in all piety and probity; their material 

position was far better than that of their successors. 
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They did not need to overwork; they did no more than 

they chose to do, and yet earned what they needed. 

They had leisure for healthy work in the garden or 

field, work which, in itself, was recreation for them, 

and they could take part besides in the recreation and 

games of their neighbors .... They were for the 

most part, strong, well built people .... Their 

children grew up in the fresh country air, and, if 

they could help their parents at work, it was only 

oc c a s i o n a l l y  . . . .  (38)  

Although Engels evidences some suspicion of the 

portrait he offers, leading the audience to believe he does 

not wholeheartedly endorse it, he simultaneously 

participates in the celebration of this idyllic depiction. 

Through his description of workers as "vegetat[ing] through 

a passably comfortable existence," he hints at a cynicism 

regarding the workers' capabilities during this period, 

representing them as unintelligent beings incapable of 

discerning their dependence. Concurrently, Engels also 

suggests that this golden age starkly contrasts with the 

dark age of the industrial revolution. In the paradisial 

account he provides, medieval workers did not want for 

anything; their needs were provided for, they enjoyed 

physical health, children were allowed to remain children, 

and work itself was hardly labor at all: it was recreation. 
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The values and ideals implicit in the account Engels offers 

put him in league with Gaskell. The nostalgic version of 

history he presents resembles Gaskell's rendition of events 

in Mazy Barton. In both, the sentimental construction of a 

working-class past constitutes a sentimentalizing of social 

relationships, one that includes a similarly romantic 

vision of the conciliatory propensities of family life. 

Also in terms parallel to Gaskell's, Engels presents 

dark and gruesome scenes of worker deprivation to 

demonstrate how the worker is affected by a lack of 

domesticity. Engels describes at length the habitations of 

the poor in Manchester: 

Passing along a rough bank, among stakes and washing-

lines, one penetrates into this chaos of small one-

storied, one-roomed huts, in most of which there is no 

artificial floor; kitchen, living and sleeping room 

all in one. In such a hole, scarcely five feet long 

by six broad, I found two beds—and such bedsteads and 

beds!—which, with a staircase and chimney-place, 

exactly filled the room. In several others I found 

absolutely nothing, while the doors stood open, and 

the inhabitants leaned against it. Everywhere before 

the doors refuse and offal. . . . This whole 

collection of cattle-sheds for hviman beings was 

surroxmded on two sides by houses and a factory, and 
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on a third by the river, and besides the narrow stair 

up the bank, a narrow doorway alone led out into 

another almost equally ill-built, ill-kept labyrinth 

of dwellings. (84-5) 

In Engels' Dickensian characterization of the housing in 

Manchester, the dwellings in which workers live can 

scarcely be called homes, since these buildings possess 

none of the hallmarks of domesticity. Instead of houses, 

they live in chaotically dispersed huts, which scarcely 

contain any furniture. In contrast to the salubrious 

atmosphere enjoyed by their peasant predecessors, these 

workers endure a hellish poverty amidst the stink of 

"refuse and offal." 

In his narration of several scenes, episodes designed 

to elicit horror from the audience reading them, Engels 

shows that much of the chaos he attributes to the 

environment of workers originates from the disorganization 

of the family, from the want of coherence which occurs when 

the bodies of social beings are not arranged according to a 

natural, internal hierarchy. 

Engels demonstrates the seriousness with which he 

regards the healthy, appropriately organized family in his 

narration of the consequences of family disruption; he 

recounts the story of a worker's widow, who is found in a 

horrifying condition some time after the death of her 
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husband: 

the widow . . . had had a very hard time since the 

death of her husband, to provide for her nine 

children. She lived ... in the utmost poverty. 

When the policeman came to her, he found her with six 

of her children literally huddled together in a little 

back room, with no furniture but two rush-bottomed 

chairs with the seats gone, a small table with two 

legs broken, a broken cup and a small dish. On the 

hearth was scarcely a spark of fire. (63) 

Without a husband to maintain this woman and her children, 

the family radically deteriorates. Engels' rhetoric 

underscores the idea that without appropriate organization, 

the place in which the family resides can scarcely be 

called a home; instead, it is a stifling, "little back 

room," with no heat except a mere "spark of fire" in which 

what remains of the family huddles together for survival. 

The broken state of the meager furniture and domestic 

accoutrements the family possesses becomes an analogue for 

the shattered family, whose members lack the conditions and 

material support to ensure their preservation. 

According to Engels, the families of workers suffer 

because of the effects of the "bourgeois regime." Instead 

of experiencing the wholesome value of family life, 

privations caused by bourgeois industry turn these 
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individuals into "thieves, swindlers, and 

prostitutes"(157). Rather than occupying the appropriate 

roles that facilitate a nurturing family environment, 

relationships have become so degraded that "many a mother 

gives the baby on her arm gin to drink." 

A "social order" centered on the results in the ruin 

of domestic relations. Engels offers a portrait of 

consequences for the family living within the havoc created 

by industrialism: 

In a comfortless, filthy house, hardly good enough for 

nightly shelter ... a foul atmosphere filling rooms 

overcrowded with human beings, no domestic comfort is 

possible. The husband works the whole day through, 

perhaps the wife also and the elder children, all in 

different places; they meet night and morning only . . 

. . [W]hat family life is possible under these 

conditions? Yet the working man . . . must live in 

the family, and the consequence is a perpetual 

succession of family troubles, domestic quarrels, most 

demoralizing for parents and children alike. (159) 

In Engels' description of working-class family life, he 

underscores the centrality of the working man's place, 

suggesting that the entire family structure turns pivots 

around him. The maintenance of a healthy home life depends 

upon this patriarch, and when he becomes beset by the 
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struggles on daily living, imposed on him by the factory 

system, the entirety of family life becomes imperiled. 

The health and future of family life also depend upon 

the appropriate disposition of other bodies within the 

structure of the family—particularly women. In Engels' 

understanding of familial organization, women's roles 

figure crucially, and if women become employed, Engels 

warns of the monumental effect: "The employment of the 

wife dissolves the family utterly and of necessity, and 

this dissolution, in our present society, which is based 

upon the family, brings the most demoralizing consequences 

for the parents as well as children" (172) . 

Engels narrates a couple of representative anecdotes 

to establish this idea. In one tale, a friend paying a 

visit to the home of an unemployed factory worker discovers 

that the family has been "turned upside down" by an 

inversion of gender roles. While the wife labors in the 

factory, the husband stays at home, performing the 

demeaning tasks of a housewife: 

"there sat Jack near the fire, and what did he, think 

you? Why he sat and mended his wife's stockings . . . 

and as soon as he saw his old friend at the doorpost, 

he tried to hide them. But Joe had seen it, and said: 

• Jack, what the devil art thou doing? Where is the 

Missus? Why is that thy work?' and poor Jack was 
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ashamed, and said: 'No, I know this is not my work, 

but my poor missus is i' th' factory . . . . [S]he is 

so knocked up when that she cannot do aught when she 

gets home, so I have to do everything for her what I 

can, for I have no work . . . and I shall never have 

any more work while I live;' and then he wept a big 

tear." (173) 

As the logic of Engels' anecdote suggests, the disruption 

of social order caused by industrialism destabilizes gender 

relations within the supposedly traditional family 

structure. Patriarchy is the proper hierarchy and 

functions importantly both within and outside the family to 

stabilize society. 

For Engels, then, the basis of social organization, 

the family, and the gender division of labor within it, 

provides that critical ballast to social order in the midst 

of industrial struggle. Engels' employment of the family 

as a neutralizing and even redemptive panacea explains why 

he so often concerns himself in The Condition of the 

Working Class in England with showing the devastation of 

working class families. The degeneracy and decay 

characterizing working-class family life, causing in part 

"the whirlpool of moral ruin" afflicting industrial 

society, acts as a harbinger of the totally disastrous 

effect he believes industrialism to have on social order. 



168 

Shirley 

Like Elizabeth Gaskell and Frederick Engels, Charlotte 

Bronte considers the problem of social organization and its 

relationship to family life in Shirley; yet unlike these 

writers she does not regard family life as unambivalently 

positive. Instead, she discovers the shadow of despotism 

within the institution of the family. Through this 

discovery, Bronte troubles the idealization of the family 

as a model for the organization of social relationships, a 

notion forwarded by many of her contemporaries. 

Bronte challenges the received understanding of the 

family typified in the writing of Gaskell and Engels. She 

suggests that questions concerning the status of workers 

and the direction of industrialization provide an 

opportunity to explore the suppression of rights throughout 

a society organized according to paternalistic 

understanding. While other writers such as Gaskell and 

Engels concern themselves with the effects of 

industrialism, using the model of the family to negotiate 

and stabilize the disorder associated with it, BrontS 

reveals throughout Shirley that home and family life are 

potentially oppressive, made so because of the often 

despotic and tyrannical nature of the family structure 

itself. Through this critique, Bronte attempts to develop 

an alternate and egalitarian model of social relationships 



169 

and challenges the naive representation of family life 

found in the Gaskell's' novels and Engels' The Condition of 

the Working Classes in England. 

At the very outset of the novel, Bronte begins to 

suggest the unconventional, even challenging approach she 

will take to the subject of family life and social 

relationships. Through her use of a romantic rhetoric, she 

sets her readers up to believe that her approach to novel 

writing will be nothing out the ordinary: "we are going 

back to the beginning of this century: late years—present 

years are, dusty, sunburnt, hot, arid; we will evade the 

noon, forget it in siesta, pass the mid-day in slumber, and 

dream of dawn" (39) . Bronte lulls readers into a false 

sense of security in this passage, with the comforting 

suggestion that they are about to embark on a journey into 

a historical romance. Yet while Bronte appears to set her 

novelistic project up as one of nostalgic escape, she 

nevertheless registers an ambivalence with regard to 

sentimentality. She expresses an awareness that in order 

to write a novel set roughly thirty-five years in the past, 

she engages in an avoidance of present matters, namely 

Chartist agitation. 

Bront§ suggests that, as a novelist, she could make 

the social discord associated with the feverishly hot 

political climate disappear through forgetfulness. Yet 
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this is a tactic that Bronte ultimately regards with 

suspicion and will remain self-conscious about throughout 

the novel. She further illustrates her distrust of such a 

strategy in her preface to the novel/ when, just after 

promising her readers a sleepy romance, she awakens them to 

her true purpose: 

If you think, from this prelude, that anything like a 

romance is preparing for you, reader, you were never 

more mistaken. Do you anticipate sentiment, and 

poetry, and reverie? Do you expect passion, stimulus, 

and melodrama? Calm your expectations; reduce them to 

a lowly standard. Something real, cool, and solid, 

lies before you; something unromantic as Monday 

morning, when all who have work wake with the 

consciousness that they must rise and take themselves 

thereto. (40) 

Bronte defines her project of novel writing in rather 

strident and unconventional terms. Instead of 

romanticizing her siabject matter, she employs a challenging 

rhetoric, calculated to rouse readers and awaken them to 

the novel's serious purpose. In elucidating the terms of 

her project in this way, Bronte uses the value of work to 

call attention to the importance of her endeavor. By 

suggesting that her novel is analogous to workers * Monday 

morning, an occasion on which the call to the duty of work 
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is readily apparent, she implies that her novel is indeed 

serious work as well, rather than the sort of romantic 

flight of fancy to which her readers may be accustomed to 

reading. The similarity BrontS sees between Shirley and 

Mary Barton becomes clear in reading this preface to her 

novel; the novels resemble one another in their serious 

regard of the social purpose of fictional accounts, and 

should not be merely regarded as entertainment. 

The question Bronte takes up within the course of the 

novel concerns the meaning and social import of work for 

all, from men to women, from the upper classes to the 

working classes. Throughout Shirley, Bronte evaluates the 

social systems through which work is made, analyzing the 

structures of power that inhibit the procurement of 

meaningful work for a variety of individuals. Broadly, she 

investigates the system of British social organization, 

considering the role of the Church and the upper classes in 

social welfare. Locally, she examines individual families, 

suggesting the flaws that exist in their organization and 

tying these faults to the broader, paternal organization of 

society. 

Though Bronte entitles her novel Shirley, suggesting 

to readers that the novel will concern the history of a 

single character, the character Shirley only represents one 

facet of a story which considers the status and welfare of 
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capitalists, workers and women; furthermore, the novel 

explores the roles various institutions play with regard to 

the social body as a whole, the Church, the class system, 

and of course, the family. The broad scope of the novel 

and its concern with the status of individual rights across 

the social spectrum led Bronte's contemporaries to consider 

it to be too loosely constructed, and broadly focused. 

George Henry Lewes for example, criticized Shirley for its 

disunity. In comparing it to Jane Eyre, a novel he 

believes to have more literary merit, he argues: 

In Jane Eyre life was viewed from the standing point 

of individual experience; in Shirley that standing 

point is frequently abandoned, and the artist paints 

only a panorama of which she, as well, as you, are but 

spectators. Hence the unity of Jane Eyre . . . was 

great and effective; the fire of one passion fused the 

discordant materials in one mould. But in Shirley, 

all unity, in consequence of defective art, is 

wanting. There is no passionate link; nor is there 

any artistic fusion, or intergrowth, by which one part 

evolves itself from another. 

Perhaps George Lewes was right to point out the novel's 

lack of unity. Yet his comment, while positing the reasons 

as to the novel's failure, reveals how remarkable Shirley 

is as an experimental novel about social ideas—one which 
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necessarily breaks with a conventional understanding about 

the unity that should characterize the structure of novels. 

A crucial aspect of Bronte's purpose in writing the novel 

is her focus on unconventional representations, as she 

reveals in her preface, and her desire to consider broadly 

the question of social rights. As a result of her 

comprehensive focus, she does not exclusively deal with one 

character or another, or either the public or the private 

sphere, but engages multiple points of view, in order to 

provide a holistic portrait of British society. 

Bronte examines a variety of social institutions in 

the novel; through her study of them, she reveals how an 

ineffective and socially backward paternalistic value 

system informs such institutions. For example, she begins 

her novel by demonstrating the corrupt values among the 

curates of the area, suggesting the need for reformation 

through an analysis of their behavior. The curates, rather 

than viewing their religious duties as a celebrated 

calling, regard them as dull and prosaic. Instead of 

discovering motivation in their service to the community 

through their pastoral duties; these men delight in the 

material and social benefits afforded them by their status 

as curates in a country community. Finding pastoral duties 

such as the "diligent superintendence of the schools" and 

"frequent visits to the sick" of their parish communities 
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to be "dull work" indeed, these men instead delight in 

frantic socializing. As Bronte suggests, it is not their 

religious calling that binds them together; "What attracts 

them, it would be difficult to say. ... It is not 

religion; the thing is never named amongst them: theology 

they may discuss occasionally, but piety—never"(41). In a 

blatant disregard for practicing the religious duties with 

which they should be occupied, they socialize, eat and 

drink gluttonously. 

The issue of work represents a predominate concern in 

Bronte novel and figures into her analysis of most of the 

characters. Indeed, the restriction of the ability to work 

represents the major concern of one of her central 

characters, the factory owner and capitalist Robert Moore. 

For Moore, the restriction of his ability to manufacture 

through the Orders of Council, legislation which strictly 

limited England's trade with other European countries 

during the period of the Napoleanic wars, amounts to a 

restriction on his individual right to buy, sell and 

manufacture goods as he sees fit. Moore remarks, "I abhor 

all of these things because they ruin me: they stand in my 

way: I cannot get on. I cannot execute my plans because 

of them: I see myself baffled by their untoward effects" 

(37). But as Bronte illustrates in a complicated fashion, 

the perceived impingement on the rights of Moore results in 
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another impingement on the rights of workers whom he throws 

out of employ through his purchase of new machinery; these 

men in turn become "framebreakers," destroying the machines 

in which Moore has invested his hopes for economic 

survival. The central question of the novel, then, begins 

to revolve around the concern with the rights of 

individuals within a community, each with their own equal 

share to rights and privileges. The rebellion of workers 

in the novel provokes a discussion about social 

responsibility and the necessity for the reformation of a 

system that oppresses the working classes, denying them 

their allotment of basic rights. 

Bronte broadly identifies the scope for the question 

of individual rights in the novel, suggesting the enormous 

impact the combined effects of historical events have on 

the country and its people. The Orders of Council, 

"certain inventions in machinery," and "a bad harvest," all 

combine to create "a sort of moral earthquake" (62). 

Bronte's characterization of history implies that these 

events do not merely form a random sequence; rather, they 

indicate the degree to which great change rocks stable 

social roles, resulting in an alteration that has enormous 

consequences not only for the system of industry, but for 

all aspects of society—the moral foundations of which are 

shaken and rebuilt through the effects of social 
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convulsion. Social relationships—relations between 

workers and manufacturers, as well as relations within 

families—will have to be reconsidered and rebuilt in terms 

of questions regarding the rights of individuals. Within 

this context of broad social change, Bronte develops her 

critique of the family. 

The relationship between manufacturers and workers, at 

the forefront of national attention while Bronte was 

composing Shirley, is central to her consideration of 

family relations. Governed by a similar understanding of 

hierarchy, the relations between manufacturers and working 

classes serves as a logical model through which to consider 

the problematics of family relationships. Bronte 

illustrates the injustices that exist between workers and 

masters, comparing them to the problems of inequality and 

oppression within the family, thus rendering visible the 

inequities which plague the organization of domestic 

relationships—and indeed, the entire hierarchical, 

patriarchal organization of society. 

Throughout the novel, Bronte dociaments Robert Moore's 

relationship to his workers, and his behavior toward them 

figures importantly in her understanding of the vmjust 

ordering of family relations. By developing a portrayal of 

Moore as a despotic, tyrannical employer, she suggests by 

extension the ways in which his behavior resembles the 
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conduct of family patriarchs, who rule the roost without 

considering their impact on other members of the household. 

In his conduct toward his workers, Moore is at best 

indifferent; he is unable to recognize his social 

responsibility toward them and to take account of the 

effect of his behavior toward them. The narrator observes, 

"[H]e did not sufficiently care when the new inventions 

threw the old work-people out of his employ; he never asked 

himself where those to whom he no longer paid weekly wages 

found daily bread. . . (61). As a result of his 

commitment to progress, Moore fails to fulfill his 

responsibilities, thus impinging upon the health and 

stability of workers who depend upon him. Bronte makes the 

relationship between Moore's concern with his right to 

progress and his workers' right to labor explicit in a 

statement concerning workers' status: "As to the 

sufferers, whose sole inheritance was labour, and who had 

lost that inheritance—who could not get work, and 

consequently could not get wages, and consequently could 

not get bread—they were left to suffer on; perhaps 

inevitably left: it would not do to stop the progress of 

invention ....'• (62) . In this passage, Bronte uses the 

rhetorical repetition of "consequently" to emphasize the 

web of connections that link the fate of worker to 

manufacturer. By stressing these affiliations, she 
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elucidates the important relationship between the right of 

Moore to engage in capitalist ventures, and the rights of 

workers to labor and have the basic necessities of life. 

The topic of the rights and status of workers acts as 

a an analogue for the rights of individuals within the 

family. In an important scene that establishes a 

desirable, model tableau of domestic bliss, Caroline 

Helstone, the vicar's daughter and the cousin of Robert 

Moore and his sister Hortense, pays a visit to the Moore 

cottage. This evening gathering of family members round 

the hearth is notable for its exceptional tranquillity, a 

peace that seems improbable because of its excessively 

idyllic quality. Hortense Moore, a disciplinarian with 

regard to the domestic training of her young cousin, 

Caroline, and typically too fastidious about household 

matters to enjoy an idle evening, sits down to play some 

well loved childhood songs. Robert Moore, her brother, 

normally taking his dinner alone while shut up consulting 

his accounts in the factory counting-house, listens 

attentively, with Caroline sitting complacently at his 

side. Bronte characterizes the moment as such: 

Nothing refines like affection. Family jarring 

vulgarizes—family union elevates. Hortense, pleased 

with her brother, and grateful to him, looked as she 

touched her guitar, almost graceful, almost handsome; 
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her every-day fretful look was gone for a moment . . . 

. She sang the songs [Robert] asked for, with feeling. 

. . . She observed, too, that Caroline listened with 

naive interest; this augmented her good humour . . . . 

Cradled at last in blissful self-complacency, she took 

her knitting and sat down tranquil. Drawn curtains, a 

clear fire, a softly shining lamp, gave now to the 

little parlour its best—its evening charm. It is 

probable that the three there present felt this charm; 

they all looked happy. 

This scene demonstrates the trope of domestic bliss that 

appears throughout Victorian representations of family 

life; it closely, resembles, for example, Elizabeth 

Gaskell's portrayal of tne Spottiswoodes' home. In 

Bronte's rendering, she also implicitly suggests the 

natural hierarchy that orders the members of this family. 

Hortense, grateful to her brother for his role as provider 

and patriarch, entertains him with song. Caroline, the 

"naive" young pupil whom Hortense schools in domesticity, 

sits by, ardently admiring Hortense's ability. 

Yet this scene is most curious for its ambivalent 

portrayal of family life. Though the cozy room and the 

family within it seem to fulfill the prerequisites for 

domestic harmony, plucked to the txines of Hortense's guitar 

no less, Bronte suggests that something may be amiss. She 
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describes a brief moment of enchantment whereby through 

some magic of the hearth and parlor, snugly closed against 

the evening's chill, the inmates of this family become 

momentarily charmed into family union. Bronte's doubtful 

characterization at the end of the above passage attests to 

her ambivalence with regard to the believability of this 

scene. By suggesting that "it is probable" that the 

members of this family felt the charm of domestic 

happiness, and suggesting that instead of feeling truly 

happy they merely "looked happy," Bronte indicates that 

these family members experience a tenuous and artificial 

tranquillity. 

In an interaction that ensues between Robert Moore and 

Caroline Helstone after the representation of this domestic 

scene, Bronte begins to suggest how the tyrannical behavior 

of the family patriarch problematizes household relations. 

To teach Robert a lesson regarding his tyrannical conduct 

toward his workers, Caroline has him read scenes from 

Shakespeare's Coriolanus, the protagonist of which Moore 

ironically sympathizes. As Moore reads, "tt]he very first 

scene came with smart relish to his intellectual palate, 

and still as he read he warmed. He delivered the haughty 

speech of Caius Marcius to the starving citizens with 

unction; he did not say he thought his irrational pride 

right, but he seemed to feel it so" (116). Moore so 
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identifies with the character of Coriolanus he fails to see 

the critical attitude with which Shakespeare regards the 

conduct of the tyrant. Caroline must point out his 

problematic identification with the character: "There's a 

vicious point hit already . . . you sympathize with that 

proud patrician who does not sympathize with his famished 

fellow men, and insults them . . . (116). Caroline thus 

illiaminates the faulty attitude through which both Robert 

Moore and Coriolanus regard their people. In doing so, she 

suggests that these despotic attitudes not only open Moore 

and men like him to the rebellion of the people they lead, 

but also do the people a great disservice in denying them 

not only their needs, but also their status as viable 

subjects with rights; she objects to the dismissive 

rhetoric used to characterize workers, suggesting that "it 

is unjust to include all poor working people under the 

general and insulting name of 'the mob,' and continually to 

think of them and treat them haughtily" (118). 

While Caroline critiques Robert Moore's character as 

a factory owner in this scene, it becomes clear that his 

reputation as a hard capitalist and despotic employer also 

has implications for his dismissive and callous treatment 

of the members of his family as well. Caroline establishes 

the link between his tyraiuiical behavior as an employer and 

the attitudes he manifests within the domestic sphere: she 
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remarks, "I know it would have been better for you to be 

loved by your workpeople than to be hated by them, and I am 

sure that kindness is more likely to win their regard than 

pride. If you were proud and cold to me and Hortense, 

should we love you? When you are cold to me, as you are 

sometimes, can I venture to be affectionate in return?" 

(118) . Caroline suggests the desirability of some 

modification in Robert Moore's behavior, not only as 

factory owner, but also as patriarch. 

As a result of Robert Moore's indifferent attitude 

towards home life and Caroline and Hortense, whom he 

associates with it, he causes a great deal of suffering. 

Even he suffers a form of suffocation: while he can indeed 

regard his home as "a snug nest for content and 

contemplation," he finds its demands suffocating to his 

worldly aims, characterizing it as a place in which "the 

wings of action and ambition could not long lie folded" 

(91). But Bronte focuses more on the suffering of those 

around Moore, particularly Caroline, whose female status 

cordons her off in the private sphere. Robert Moore, as 

well as other family patriarchs such as Caroline's iincle 

and guardian, regard her and the domestic space she 

inhabits with indifference; consequently, she literally 

begins to waste away, dying of a lack of engagement with 

the world and because of the social expectations of female 
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behavior, that limit, in a deadly fashion, the active scope 

for her energies. What is worse, Robert Moore, with whom 

she has fallen in love, virtually ignores her. 

Robert Moore's concern with ambition and the progress 

of his industry causes him to ignore Caroline's Helstone's 

blooming love. In spite of his growing fondness for her, 

he believes that he must sacrifice his domestic desires to 

the altar of ambition. He rejects this emotions of love 

since he fears that "[t]his won't do! There's weakness— 

there's downright ruin in all this" (120). He later 

articulates his resolution; "I am not tempted now, at any 

rate: I think that these are not times for marrying or 

giving in marriage" (171). Moore's commitment to the 

narrow scope of his manufacturing interest figures 

crucially in the demise of Caroline Helstone, who must bear 

her "disappointment" stoically, confining herself to the 

gendered assignments of the domestic sphere, which, her 

uncle Helstone defines them, amount to "shirt-making and 

gown-making, and pie-crust making" (122). 

Bronte uses the plotting of Caroline's fall into ill 

health as an opportunity to demonstrate the effect of 

family despotism on dependent family members, particularly 

women. The story of Caroline's tragic illness provides a 

platform to consider, in the style of Mary Wollstonecraft, 

the marginalized position of women in nineteenth century 
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society and culture. Caroline's disappointment causes her 

to question and consider her social purpose. As she 

remarks, "Probably I shall be an old maid. I shall live to 

see Robert married to some rich lady: I shall never marry. 

What was I created for, I wonder? Where is my place in the 

world?" (190) . Presuming that she will never marry, 

Caroline tries to follow in the self-denying footsteps of 

the old maids in the community by devoting her life to the 

service of others—to the poor and the sick. Yet even as 

Caroline embraces a life of charity as her duty—the 

affirmed and socially valued purpose of an unmarried woman-

-she questions the validity of this kind of dedication. 

She muses on the purpose of women in society: 

"Your place is to do good to others, to be helpful 

whenever help is wanted." That is right in some 

measure, and a very convenient doctrine for the people 

who hold it; but I perceive that certain sets of 

h\aman beings are very apt to maintain that other sets 

should give up their lives to them and their service, 

and then they requite them by praise: They call them 

devoted and virtuous. Is this enough? Is it to live? 

Is there not a terrible hollowness, mockery, want, 

craving, in that existence given away to others , for 

want of something of your own to bestow on it? . . . 

Does virtue lie in abnegation of self? I do not 
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believe it. Undue humility makes tyranny, weak 

concession creates selfishness. . . . Each human being 

has his share of rights. 

This is an extraordinary passage for several reasons. 

First, Caroline openly criticizes the assigned status 

society offers her, considering the treatment she receives 

and the obligations to which she is supposed to live up as 

not only limiting but unjust, an effect of a despotic 

denial of her individual freedom. Furthermore, Caroline 

impugns the governors of both the social order and its 

microcosm, the family, suggesting the tyranny implicit in 

their insistence that others "should give up their lives to 

them and their service." In challenging the presumption of 

hierarchy herein, she reasons that she is not duty-bound to 

immolate herself in a role created by a tyrannical social 

order; rather, she possesses her own share of rights. 

While Caroline seems specifically concerned with the status 

of women in a culture that consigns and limits them to a 

domestic sphere and to the service of others, the 

Wollstonecraftian argument she weaves has serious 

implications for other groups limited and oppressed by the 

same tyrannical social order, particularly workers. Bronte 

demonstrates that the despotic rule over workers in the 

factory constitutes the correlative to tyranny over women 

in the family. As Caroline suffers because of Robert 
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Moore's indifferent and dismissive attitude towards her, so 

do his workers. 

Bronte clarifies the parallel she establishes between 

Robert Moore's behavior within the domestic realm and his 

conduct in the factory. At the outset of the scene in 

which Moore is shown interacting with his workers, Bronte 

questions. 

What would a certain young kinswoman of his had said, 

could she have seen her dear, good, great Robert—her 

Coriolanus—just now? Would she have acknowledged in 

that mischievous visage the same face which she had 

looked up with such love, which had bent over her with 

such gentleness last night? Was that the man who 

spent so quiet an evening with his sister and cousin— 

so suave to one, so tender to the other, reading 

Shakespeare and listening to Chenier? (151). 

In taking readers back to the scene of domestic enchantment 

experienced on the evening previous to Robert Moore's 

confrontation with a delegation of workers, Bronte implies 

that a reciprocal relationship must necessarily exist 

between the a well-governed domestic sphere and an 

excellently managed factory concern. Bronte's questions 

implicitly suggest that Robert Moore's character as a 

master must be reformed; indeed, she reemphasizes the 

lessons Caroline attempted to teach him through the reading 
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of Coriolanus. The lessons, Bronte suggests, fail to be 

learned, and furthermore, the suave and tender character of 

Robert Moore conjured up by the hearth is called into 

question because of his conduct in the factory. In 

Bronte's view, then, his unkind manner toward workers 

insinuates that the suavity and tender familial regard of 

Moore toward his kinswomen may be a mere mask. 

Moore fails to learn the fireside teachings of 

Caroline, who calls him to account not only for his 

behavior toward workers but also the attitudes he manifests 

toward his kinswomen, and he continues to treat both groups 

with notable indifference. This has crucial consequences 

for the women, as we have seen, but also for the workers. 

Bronte provides the particular example of the worker 

William Farren, and in doing so suggests the very similar 

positioning of workers and women in British society.^" 

Farren comes to speak to Moore as a member of a deputation 

of workers who voice their grievances with regard to 

Moore's advocation of the use of machinery, which in part 

causes them to be thrown out of the factory's employ. 

Farren approaches Moore with the intention of making him 

see how bad times affect workers and their families and 

appealing to his sense of justice and mercy: 

We're thrown out o' work with these frames: We can 

get nought to do: we can earn nought. What is to be 
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done? Mun we say, wisht! and lig us dovm and dee? 

Nay: I've no grand words at my tongue's end, Mr. 

Moore, but I feel that it would be a low principle for 

a reasonable man to starve to death like a dumb 

cratur':—I will n't do 't Invention may be 

all right, but I know it isn't right for poor folks to 

starve. Them that governs mun find a to help us: 

they mun mak' fresh orderations. (157) 

Though Farren explicitly disclaims his rhetorical ability, 

he implicitly lays claim to a rhetoric of rights indebted 

to the ideas of Thomas Paine and Mary Wollstonecraft. His 

expressions also align him with the figure of Caroline 

Helstone. Like Caroline, he speaks in the language of 

human rights. As Caroline concerns herself with the rights 

of individuals, particularly the right of freedom from the 

tyranny of others, so does Farren. William Farren and 

Caroline Helstone even employ a similar logic to consider 

the issue of hiiman rights. Caroline argues that it is not 

logical or appropriate to engage in an "abnegation of 

self." Such passivity exacerbates tyranny, amounting to a 

"weak concession" that deprives one of his or her own human 

dignity. Farren makes a very similar suggestion as he asks 

the question, "Mun we say, wisht! and lig us down and dee?" 

Such an act, Farren answers, amounts to a demonstration of 

"low principle." He thus makes an argument for the rights 
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of workers on an almost identical ground as Caroline 

Helstone's plea for the rights of women: both workers and 

women represent groups of individuals deserving of dignity 

in a social order that systematically deprives them of 

voice and power. 

Though part of Bronte's appeal in the novel is to 

suggest how the status of women as well as workers may be 

improved by heightening the consciousness of their masters, 

she offers a dark and complicated portrait of family life 

through the figure of Caroline Helstone's long lost mother, 

Mrs. Pryor. Initially meeting Caroline while in the employ 

of Miss Shirley Keeldar as a governess, Mrs. Pryor 

eventually reveals her parentage to Caroline, using what at 

first appears to be a very flimsy excuse for abandoning 

her: 

I let you go because you were pretty, and I feared 

your loveliness, deeming it the stamp of perversity. 

They sent me your portrait . . . Had it shown me a 

sunburnt little rustic ... I should have hastened to 

claim you; but there under the silver paper, I saw the 

blooming delicacy of an aristocratic flower—"little 

lady" was written on every trait. I had too recently 

crawled from under the yoke of a fine gentleman— 

escaped, galled, crushed, paralyzed, dying—to dare 

encounter his still finer and most fairy-like 
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representative. . . . In my experience I had not met 

with truth, modesty, good principle as the 

concomitants of beauty. A form so straight and fine, 

I argued, must conceal a mind warped and cruel. 

At first, Mrs. Pryor's reasoning concerning the abandonment 

of her daughter seems terribly flawed. She seems to 

suggest that Caroline's beauty keeps her desire to make 

herself known to her child at bay. Yet the beauty she 

describes Caroline to be in the possession of is of a very 

specific order; the aesthetics of Caroline's form and 

figure are distinctly aristocratic. Mrs. Pryor's reaction 

appears curious, but when one considers the nature of the 

aristocratic family, perhaps the most patriarchal of 

familial organizations, her very extreme reaction possesses 

a logic of its own. The aristocratic family, with its 

emphasis on a very specific organization of the family and 

codification of gender roles, all calculated to facilitate 

the proper channeling and inheritance of private property, 

constitutes one of the most potentially despotic and 

tyrannical of family hierarchies. 

The fine man whose yoke Mrs. Pryor escapes is of 

course Caroline's father, James Helstone, a dominant, 

violent man whose alcoholism exacerbates an already 

volatile disposition. Earlier in the novel, Bronte's 

narrator characterizes him as a "madman, furious, terrible" 
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and as an "idiot," an "imbecile." Such characterizations 

are hardly the hallmarks of the ideal patriarch. Helstone 

makes a misery of the hearth, locking Caroline up when she 

was a child in a "high garret-room, without a carpet, with 

a bare uncurtained bed, and scarcely any other furniture; 

when he went out every morning, [he] often forgot to return 

and give her dinner during the day" (126). This scene 

appears as the demonic double of the domestic idyll Bronte 

sets up at the Moore cottage. The narrator describes the 

room as bare of the accoutrements that supposedly make a 

home sweet home and indicates that Helstone fails 

wretchedly at providing domestic comfort for his daughter. 

Mrs. Pryor describes how she felt after her escape 

from her home under an assumed name: "My new name sheltered 

me: I resumed under its screen my old occupation of 

teaching. At first, it scarcely procured me the means of 

sustaining life; but how savoury was hunger when I fasted 

in peace! How safe seemed the darkness of the unkindled 

hearth, when no lurid reflection from terror crimsoned its 

desolation! How serene was solitude, when I feared not the 

irruption of violence and vice!" (414). The hearth, 

ideologically the emblem of bourgeois domestic sanctity and 

family harmony here comes to signify the devastation of a 

family terrorized by a despotic nature, by a droit du 

seigneur brought home to domestic violence. 
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Significantly, Mrs. Pryor removes herself from 

oppressive grasp of family life, finding shelter through 

the exercise of her independence and her insistence on her 

equal share of hxaman rights. In her attempt to rescue 

herself from this "grave for a home," she finds employment 

as a governess. Yet because governesses serve in positions 

within aristocratic families ordered similarly to the one 

she flees, she finds herself enduring more domestic 

horrors, remaining unable to make a home for herself in 

which she is free from oppressive family hierarchies. To 

Caroline Helstone Mrs. Pryor describes her situation as 

governess to in nightmarish terms: 

Beauty and affability had come in my way when I was 

recluse, desolate, young and ignorant: a toil-worn 

governess perishing of uncheered labour, breaking down 

before her time. These, Caroline, when they smiled on 

me, I mistook for angels I I followed them home, and 

when into their hands I had given without reserve my 

whole chance of future happiness, it was my lot to 

witness a transfiguration of the domestic hearth: to 

see the white mask lifted, the bright disguise put 

away, and opposite me sat down—oh God! I have 

sufferedl (411) 

The same aristocratic beauty she delineates in the face of 

her daughter again acts as a lure to Mrs. Pryor, and 
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provides the promise of a haven from the toil she endures. 

The diction Bronte uses to describe how she meets with 

employment suggests that rather than facilitating the path 

for independence she attempts to chart through labor, her 

engagement with this family serves to thwart her. She 

describes the beauty and affability as disguises, masking a 

horror that lurks from within the hearth of home. Mrs. 

Pryor, like Hortense, Robert and Caroline in the idyllic 

domestic scene that Bronte sets up earlier in the novel, 

appears to be enchanted by a domesticity that is too good 

to be true, one which conceals tyranny under the auspices 

of domestic happiness. 

The origin of the hearth's horrors in the case of Mrs. 

Pryor may be her very struggle to become independent of the 

domestic sphere, which, because of her status as a woman, 

largely defines and circumscribes her. Bronte struggles 

with the problem of the independent woman, regarding her 

ambivalently. From her representation of women in the 

novel and her expressions of concern with their status in 

the family, clearly she desires some sort of reformation of 

the family structure, regarding women as individuals who 

are not to be subjected to tyrannical governance because of 

their dependent status. Yet as Mrs. Pryor's struggles with 

independence suggest, the status of the rights of women 

remains problematic. Mrs. Pryor*s attempt to escape a 
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family that is really a prison of domestic violence, 

however, comes at a price: the loss of patriarchal 

protection that her status as a wife would presumably 

afford her. 

Bronte attempts to manage the loss of patriarchal 

protection by arguing for a model of social relationships 

in which mutual love, instead of paternalism reigns as the 

ideal element of both familial and social organization. 

She develops this idea in a variety of ways in the novel, 

making an argument for alternative family relationships. 

Bronte illustrates the formations of a variety of alternate 

family organizations, from the family formed by the reunion 

of Caroline Helstone and her mother, to Caroline's family 

relations with her cousins by marriage Robert and Hortense, 

and Shirley Keeldar's rejection of her family by blood, the 

Sympsons, for her family of choice, the Moores. By 

demonstrating the reorganization of family according to a 

notion of reciprocity rather than hierarchy, Bronte 

suggests family structures free from tyrannical patriarchs. 

Caroline Helstone speaks to this ideal of reciprocity 

and mutuality within marriage in a discussion with her 

mother. Mrs. Pryor indicates that love, while so 

"transitory . . . it's date a moment, —the twinkling of an 

eye: the sting remains for ever: it may perish with the 

dawn of eternity, but it tortures through time into its 
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deepest night" (366). Caroline responds, "Yes, it tortures 

through time . . . except when it is mutual love." She 

further testifies that "[w]here affection is reciprocal and 

sincere, and minds are harmonious, marriage must be happy." 

Mrs. Pryor, of course, is extrapolating from her 

relationship with James Helstone, one based on dominance 

and hierarchy rather than the mutual regard of one family 

member for another. Caroline, on the other hand, speaks 

from the point of view of ideals concerning the fulfillment 

of individual rights and the moral importance of valuing 

individuals within a family or community, particularly 

those with dependent status. The language of equality 

Caroline Helstone uses in the above passage falls in line 

with the rhetoric of hxaman rights she employs earlier in 

the novel concerning the status of women. 

The ideal of marital, domestic love Bronte forwards in 

the novel also finds its counterpart with regard to the 

treatment of workers, represented not just in the discourse 

of William Farren but also in the eventual reformation of 

Robert Moore as a factory owner. In the latter part of the 

novel, Moore becomes convinced that he must play an 

important role in restoring justice for all. He takes a 

life-changing tour throughout some of the manufacturing 

centers across England and as result develops new attitudes 

concerning the status of his workers: 
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While I was In Birmingham, I looked a little into 

reality, considered closely, and at their source, the 

causes of the present troxables of this country; I did 

the same in London. ... I went where there was want 

of food, of fuel, of clothing; where there was no 

occupation and no hope. I saw some, with naturally 

elevated tendencies and good feelings, kept down 

amongst sordid privations and harassing griefs. I saw 

many originally low, and to whom a lack of education 

left scarcely anything but animal wants, disappointed 

in those wants, ahungered, athirst, and desperate as 

famished animals: I saw what taught my brain a new 

lesson, and filled my breast with fresh feelings. 

Robert Moore undergoes a conversion from hard to soft 

capitalist, champion of workers. In his exposure to the 

difficult condition of workers across the spectrum from 

deserving to undeserving(according to his perspective), he 

becomes convinced of the necessity for reforming industry 

and addressing the needs and rights of workers. Not only 

must workers and others be given their just due in a 

society that has been oppressive, those governors of 

industry and society must be held accountable for their 

behavior towards others, for as Robert suggests, "To 

respect himself, a man must believe he renders justice to 

his fellow-men. Unless I am more considerate to ignorance. 



197 

more forbearing to suffering, than I have hitherto been, I 

shall scorn myself as grossly unjust" (507) . 

In considering the issue of charity toward workers, 

Robert Moore acknowledges at one point in the novel that 

"if things were ordered aright, [workers] ought not to be 

in the position to need . . . humiliating relief" (289). 

For Bronte, this is a crucial point she wants to 

demonstrate with regard to the nature of human rights for 

all individuals, particularly women and workers; that the 

social organization of families and societies creates the 

dependent status of certain individuals, and ultimately 

denies those parties a free exercise of human rights. And 

she makes a final appeal to the ruling class to heed the 

plight of women: "Men of England! look at poor girls, many 

of them fading around you, dropping off in consumption or 

decline; or what is worse, degenerating to sour old maids . 

. . or, what is worst of all, reduced to strive, by scarce 

modest coquetry and debasing artifice, to gain that 

consideration by marriage, which to celibacy is denied. 

Fathers! Can you not alter these things?" (378). The 

humiliating relief workers have to accept to alleviate 

their suffering finds its counterpart in the situation of 

women. Bronte bemoans that as a result of their dependent 

status, women must maneuver for protection and position 

throughout their lives, morally debasing themselves in the 
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process. And, as in the case of workers, the 

responsibility for the relief of women's moral struggles 

rests on the patriarchal governors, fathers who most 

provide adequate education for their daughters. This 

education, however, does not instruct women on how to be 

independent, but on how to enlarge their capacities through 

their status as dependents. As BrontS advises fathers, 

"Keep your girls' minds narrow and fettered—they will 

still be a plague and a care, sometimes a disgrace to you: 

cultivate them—give them scope and work—they will be your 

gayest companions in health; your tenderest nurses in 

sickness; your most faithful prop in age" (378-9). Bronte 

argues for an expansion of female opportunity, but only 

within the context of a dependence and service toward their 

fathers, families, and society that does not compromise the 

social hierarchy, which in part depends upon gender 

inequity to remain stable. 

While Brontg, then, attempts to suggest the necessity 

of the family's reformation, particularly the role of the 

patriarch, calling its hierarchy and organization into 

question, she ultimately demonstrates that such a hierarchy 

remains necessary to maintain order, both familial and 

social. Bronte does argue for an alternative organization 

of the family and the factory, but this argximent in part 

recycles a nostalgic investment in a kinder, gentler, era. 
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Bronte principally represents this new organization of 

family and society through the story of Shirley Keeldar, 

the character for whom the book is named. Shirley, a 

wealthy heiress, at first appears to represent Bronte's 

unequivocal hope for female independence. Shirley acts as 

the agent for her estate once she comes of age and does not 

accept the guiding hand of any male figure. She effects a 

masculine demeanor a".d hob knobs with men of position and 

property within the community. She even defies the 

dictation and wishes of the only family patriarch she is 

expected to heed, her uncle, Mr. Sympson. Rebelling 

against his mercenary attempts to marry her off to men of 

high rank and property, she instead elects to marry for 

love, choosing the lowly family tutor and brother of Robert 

Moore, Louis Moore. 

Bronte wholeheartedly rejects the tyrannical 

management of Shirley by her despotic uncle, framing the 

young woman's resistance to the demands of her former 

guardian in an even stronger rhetoric of individualism than 

the one Caroline Helstone utters. On one occasion, as 

Shirley rejects another suitor her uncle Sympson handpicks 

for her, she proclaims, "Were Britain a serfdom, and you a 

Czar, you could not compel me to this step" (445). Shirley 

lays claim to her own personhood here and suggests that it 

remains outside of her uncle's range of power as a 
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patriarch to insist on her marriage to any man. 

Shirley baffles her uncle in her resistance to 

marrying some of the quite eligible, propertied men that 

her uncle throws in her away; yet eventually, she reveals 

her requirements for a mate. Through her revelation, 

BrontS clarifies the superfine distinctions between 

tyranny over dependents and mastery of them. Explaining to 

her uncle why a very marriageable baronet would be 

unsuitable as a companion, she argues, "He is very amiable-

-very excellent—truly estimable, but not my master: not in 

one point. I could not trust myself with his happiness: I 

would not undertake the keeping of it for thousands: I 

will accept no hand which cannot hold me in check." The 

knowledge of Shirley's personality makes this preference a 

surprise for Shirley's uncle as well as for the readers of 

Bronte's novel. Through Shirley, Bronte suggests that 

equality in a marriage amounts to a benevolent mastery of 

one individual over another, in a fashion that ensures the 

happiness of the dependent. This represents the ideal for 

Bronte in terms of the appropriate management of both 

domestic relations and factory relations. Benevolent 

masters govern with a soft hand, enable their dependents to 

rely upon them and trust them, while tyrants, both in the 

family and the factory, rule without concern for their 

subjects' needs, winning the trust of no one and risking a 
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violent rebellion as well. As Shirley instructs her uncle, 

"A tyrant would not hold me for a day—not for an hour. I 

would rebel—break from him—defy him" (314). 

Benevolent, rather than tyrannical masters, then, 

govern the ideal society and family that Bronte constructs 

by the end of the novel. Through the renewed faith Bronte 

expresses in benevolence, she holds out hope for a family 

and a society ordered through mutual regard rather than 

antagonism. As a metaphor for this reordering, she employs 

the device of an Austenesque doiable wedding, marrying off 

the young characters, Shirley Keeldar and Louis Moore, as 

well as Caroline Helstone and Robert Moore. These 

marriages reflect her hope in a new family dynasty, for 

Carlyle's "Captains of Industry," leaders who will help 

reform not only domestic life, but factory relations as 

well. Bronte represents this idealism symbolically by 

ending the novel with a character's remembrance of the old 

mill's being pulled down and the raising of the new one in 

its place: "I can remember [the old mill] being pulled 

down, and going ... to see the foundation stone of the 

new one laid: the two Mr. Moores made a great stir about 

i t ;  t h e y  w e r e  t h e r e  .  .  .  an d  b o t h  t h e i r  l a d i e s .  . . . "  

(599) . 

Bronte wrestles with the issues of industrialism in a 

fashion that distinguishes her from other novelists 



202 

concerned with the subject. She examines the family as an 

ordering which is in part responsible for the suffering of 

dependent people within Victorian society, particularly 

women and workers. Such a rendering of events becomes 

notable amidst other narratives that unconsciously employ 

the family as a panacea for the problems of industrialism; 

Bronte, illuminates, however briefly, that the ideal of the 

family warrants interrogation, as the hierarchy implicit 

within it suppresses the rights of dependent individuals. 

Yet Bronte's vision of gender and class equality will 

ultimately be circumscribed by the hegemonic ideology of 

social hierarchy. She cannot conceive of reforming a 

system of social and familial hierarchy without drawing on 

the very inequities she at times expresses a yearning to 

abolish in the novel. For her, because the political 

system affords no other alternative, indeed, naturalizes 

the existing structures and power relations, workers must 

rely on the charity and protection of the governors of 

factories and societies to ensure their survival, just as 

women must depend on their fathers and husbands to 

experience an elevation of their dependent status. 

Benevolent mastery remains mastery none the less. 
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CONCLUSION 

Paternalism and the Condition of England: 

From Past to Present 

When Thomas Carlyle published Past and Present in 

1843, one of his avid readers was none other than Frederick 

EngelS/ who would begin his book The Condition of the 

Working Classes in England soon after. On the surface, it 

seems as if the proto-Marxist politics of Engels and the 

Tory leanings of Carlyle would perhaps not make them likely 

admirers of one another's work, but as we have seen 

throughout this study, the emergence of workers on the 

social scene inspired a paternalistic vision of history 

from politically diverse writers." 

In The Condition of the Working Classes in England, 

Engels often quotes Carlyle as a reliable source in 

characterizing the problems of workers, from the evil 

influence of a morally reprobate Irish working-class to the 

industrialists' disregard of the health and well-being of 

workers forced into slavish conditions. Yet Engels and 

Carlyle do diverge in their sense of the threat workers 

pose to national progress. In Chartism^ Carlyle 

characterizes the "revolt, sullen vengeful humour of revolt 

against the upper classes" as "mournful" and "xinless 
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altered . . . fatal" (40). In Past and Present, Carlyle 

similarly defines social and political history and argues 

that the upper classes must take care to master "a 

bewildered and bewildering mob" into a regimented mass, 

with real captains over them." (272). The working classes 

require careful management in order to direct their 

productive capacity for the nation: "All human interests, 

combined human endeavors, and social growths have, at a 

certain stage of their development, required organising: 

and Work, the grandest of human interests, does now require 

it" (272). Carlyle, like the other writers I have 

considered, views the working class as the crucial 

component to the realization of England's national 

greatness. As Work personified, workers become the key to 

building national security and prosperity, and the 

direction of their development toward this aim helps to 

script the future history of social life Carlyle imagines. 

Engels, on the other hand, reads the "bewildering" 

character of workers and their spirit of revolt as proof of 

their moral caliber in that it demonstrates that "workers 

feel the inhumanity of their position, that they refuse to 

be degraded to the level of brutes, and that they will one 

day free themselves from servitude to the 

bourgeoisie"(148). While Carlyle idealizes workers as the 

mechanism through which the ideological purposes of the 
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state may be made secure by upper-class benevolent 

management, Engels looks to them as agents of radical 

social change. He counts on the awakening of workers to 

social consciousness concerning their exploitation and 

their rebellious spirit as a means to overturn an 

oppressive social hierarchy. As he argues in "The 

Condition of England," a review of Carlyle's Past and 

Present, workers, as instriaments for a different sort of 

social progress, serve an ideological function similar to 

the one Carlyle envisions. Engels shows that his 

idealization is comparable; for him workers are the only 

class that possess "the strength for great national deed" 

( 2 )  .  

Both Engels and Carlyle agree about the material 

condition of workers and its ill effects on the rest of 

society, but their visions of historical progress differ. 

As Engels remarks in the Condition of the Working Classes 

in England, "Carlyle is perfectly right as to the facts and 

wrong only in censuring the wild rage of workers against 

the higher classes"(148). For Engels, the rage of workers 

and its enactment through revolt constitute part of a 

historical prophecy he believes rapid industrialization 

will fulfill. The conditions of industrialism and the 

increasing support for the Chartist movement will in turn 

accelerate the rise of the worker and deposition of the 
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bourgeoisie; these events serve as crucial steps toward the 

fomnation of a socialist state. As Engels argues in "The 

Condition of England": [The English Socialists] are the 

only party in England which has a future .... Democracy, 

Chartism must soon be victorious, and then the mass of 

English workers will have the choice only between 

starvation and socialism" (17). 

The aim of Engels* version of historical progress 

differs in its conclusion in a socialist state, and he 

rejects out of hand the organic theory of the social body 

that dominates the ideas of the other writers considered in 

this study. Engels denies the efficacy of English works 

that do not consider the living humanity incarnated in the 

present bodies of workers who also constitute the key to 

future history. As he suggests, these texts "represent dry 

specialised branches of science, arid botanising, plants 

whose roots were long ago torn out of the general soil of 

humanity from which they derived their nourishment"(1). 

Yet Engels does wholeheartedly admire Carlyle, 

praising his work Past and Present as "the only one which 

strikes a human chord, presents human relations and shows 

traces of a human point of view." The points with which 

Engels sympathizes with Carlyle not only include his 

suggestion that the current state of the nation is a 

chaotic, disorderly and iinjust one; these writers are also 



207 

principally united in their benevolent regard for workers. 

Although perhaps more subtly than Carlyle, Engels suggests 

the importance of a directed development for workers, 

arguing that "only workers, the pariahs of England, the 

poor, are really respectable, for all their roughness and 

moral degradation. It is from them that England's 

salvation will come, they still comprise flexible material; 

they have no education, but no prejudices either" (3). 

Herein, Engels demonstrates the paternalist values that in 

part structure his understanding of social history. He 

describes workers in a fashion that echoes James Kay, 

suggesting the malleability of workers as an emerging class 

group who possess enormous potential, and indeed may be the 

saviors of England if their dormant power is properly 

channeled. This formulation of working-class identity 

implies that workers constitute passive material to be 

molded according to the appropriate social theories. In 

this construction, the arbiter of workers' development 

appears as an absent presence, yet clearly some benevolent 

master of workers scripts their roles and grooms their 

flexible bodies for the coming socialist state. 

Engels' work, perhaps more than any other writer I 

have considered in this study, illustrates how profoundly 

paternalist values undergird Victorian accounts of history 

and notions of social justice. His often unwitting 
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employment of paternalist ideology underscores the degree 

to which social thinkers of the nineteenth century depended 

upon a paternalist sensibility to understand and represent 

history's movement and shape. 
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are mobilized in the fiction of Gaskell and others to 
displace or disguise class conflict. In particular, see her 
chapter "'Those That Will Not work'": Prostitutes, 
Property, Gaskell, and Dickens," pp.113-141. In a 
compelling reading of the relationship between the middle-
class female charity worker and the prostitute, allied in 
their exploration and habitation of urban space, Deirdre 
d'Albertis argues in Dissembling Fictions: Elizabeth 
Gaskell and the Victorian Social Text (New York: St. 
Martin's Press, 1997) that Mary Barton forcefully 
reinstantiates a system of difference among women by 
endorsing the narrator's beseeching anonymity and 
compassionate objectivity as the true stance of social 
realism while purging the narrative of a melodramatic 
strain of feminine power and persuasion represented by the 
streetwalker" (57-8). In d'Albertis' reading, Gaskell's 
narrator positions herself as a social investigator, 
imitates the stance of the charity worker, and engages in 
an objectivity that enables her to obviate any similarities 
between the positions of the equally mobile charity worker 
and the prostitute. Such a stance consolidates the 
identity of the charity worker through relating to the 
prostitute as an object of charity. D'albertis' reading 
calls attention to the ways in which concerns about gender 
and class become part and parcel of relationships in a 
social hierarchy indebted to paternalist values. The 
relation of the charity worker to the prostitute as an 
object of benevolent concern becomes a guarantor of the 
ascendancy of the upper classes. 

Qtd. In Jenny Uglow, Elizabeth Gaskell: A Habit of 
Stories (London: Faber and Faber, 1993), 217. 
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For a through account of the history of ideas related to 
monstrosity and revolt in terms of Mary Shelley's 
Frankenstein, see Lee Sterrenburg's "Mary Shelley's 
Monster: Politics and Psyche in Frankenstein" in The 
Endurance of Frankenstein, eds. George Levine and U.C. 
Knoepflmacher (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1979), pp.143-171. He remarks that, 'Mt]he images of the 
*Frankenstein monster' surfaced during the revolutionary 
scares and reform agitation of the early 1830s, the climax 
of Chartism in 1848-9, the enfranchisement of workers in 
the late 1860s, and the Irish troubles of the 1880s" (166). 

Catherine Gallagher makes the argximent that Gaskell's 
concerns about environmental factors and the condition of 
the worker's moral state are based on Unitarian ideals that 
conflict in her work. Gallagher uses this argument in part 
to support her idea that the formal inconsistencies of the 
novel, for which many critics take Gaskell to task, result 
not from her lack of ability as a novelist, but form 
conflicts within the debate regarding the enfranchisement 
of workers. See specifically her chapter **Causality vs. 
Conscience: The Problem of Form in Mary Barton," pp. 62-87. 

" Joseph Childers, in his study Novel Possibilites 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1995) has 
a reading in his chapter '''^Mary Barton and the Community of 
Suffering" that differs considerably from mine. He argues 
that Gaskell creates a community of suffering between 
manufacturers and laborers. This mutuality helps create a 
community of "two nations," healing breaches that 
industrialism wreaks on society. According to Childers, 
Gaskell functions in the role of intermediary between her 
readers (who are mostly middle classO and the laborers whom 
she represents through the writing of the novel. For him, 
Gaskell's novel "presents as well as evaluates social 
practices that may have been completely alienating to a 
large nxamber of its readers. This function is not only 
cognitive but constitutive" (170). Here, Childers seems to 
evaluate the novel at face value—he takes the purpose 
Gaskell announces in her preface to heart, accepting the 
idea that she writes the book to give utterance to the 
agony of dumb workmen. While this is certainly an aspect 
of Gaskell's purpose in the novel, the politics of such a 
gesture requires investigation. I would argue that 
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Gaskell's position as an ambassador who interprets and 
portrays the feelings of workmen represents the degree to 
which her project is informed by paternalist ideals. 

For a thorough account of the history of Turner's 
painting Keelmen Heaving Coal By Night, see The Victorians: 
British Painting 1837-1901, ed. Malcolm Warner (Harry 
Abrams, National Gallery of Art: Washington D.C., 1996), 
58. 

George Eliot. "The Natural History of German Life" 
(1856), in A.S. Byatt and Nicholas Warren, eds., George 
Eliot: Selected Essays, Poems and Other Writings (New York: 
Penguin Books, 1990). All further references to this text 
will be noted parenthetically. 

Of course, as Raymond Williams so famously suggests in 
The Country and the City (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1973), this 
bucolic myth of Old England was always an invention, part 
of a pastoral mythology that diffused anxieties about 
change. And yet it is important to note that the 
countryside was also undergoing physical alteration during 
the period of industrialization, and that Victorians 
responded to this by engaging in acts of nostalgia; their 
response was indeed grounded in an actual transformation of 
the landscape by manufacture. 

Discussions of Eliot's relationship to Spencer and Comte 
as well as to the Positivist movement generally may be 
found in such works as Bernard Semmel, George Eliot and the 
Politics of National Inheritance (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1994), 
and Sally Shuttleworth, George Eliot and Nineteenth Century 
Science: The Make-Believe of a Beginning (Cambridge: 
Cambridge UP, 1984). See also Nancy Paxton, George Eliot 
and Herbert Spencer: Feminism^ Evolutionism, and the 
Reconstruction of Gender (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1991). 

Herbert Spencer. Social Statics or the Conditions 
Essential to Human Happiness (1851; New York: Augustus M. 
Kelley Publishers, 1969). All further references to this 
text will be noted parenthetically. 

Shuttleworth makes the important point that for social 
theorists such as Coiate, notions of physiological 
principles coincided with social ones. She argues, "[F]or 
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social theorists like Comte, Spencer and Lewes, science was 
not just a uniform demonstration of law to be raided for 
the validation of their social beliefs. Instead, the 
development of their social theories went hand and hand 
with that of their physiology. Comte, for example in 
outlining the physiological principles upon which he 
founded his theory of organic social life, became in the 
eyes of . . . later admirer[s] . . . one of the great 
innovators of biology" (6). 

Interestingly, Eliot's work on this essay coincided with 
a trip she took with George Henry Lewes to several sea-side 
destinations, the purpose of which was to collect and 
classify marine specimens for an article Lewes was writing 
for Blackwoods Magazine. For a thorough account, see 
Rosemary Ashton's biography, George Eliot: A Life (New York 
Penguin Books, 1996), pp.157-8. 

Auguste Comte. The Positive Philosophy of Auguste Comtek 
2 vols.; trans, and ed. Harriet Martineau (1853; London: 
Trubner, 1875 orig. in 6 vols., 1830-32). All further 
references to this text will be noted parenthetically. 

Qtd. in Warner, pp.98-9, who provides a thorough account 
of Brown's painting. 

" George Eliot, Adam Bede, (1859; New York: Penguin Books, 
1985). All further references to this text will be noted 
parenthetically. 

In her chapter ^^Adam Bede and Henry Esmond: Homosocial 
Desire and Historicity of the Female, in Between Men: 
English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (New York: 
Colxambia, 1985), Eve Sedgwick reads Adam Bede very 
differently. She argues for a conception of the novel that 
considers the characters in terms of a general movement 
from an agrarian economy to a more bourgeois economy and 
uses Adam Bede as an example of this—a character who 
evolves from laborer to owner. She also compellingly 
argues that the gendered division of labor is somewhat 
equalized in an agrarian economy, but shifts to a more 
unequal division of labor as the characters in the novel 
shift to accommodate a capitalist economic structure in 
which a gendered division of labor is more apparent. 
Sedgwick uses Dinah as a representation of this: "the most 
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revealing locus of this change will be the fate of Dinah 
Morris, as she moves from a position of relative power and 
independence in a loose relation to an agriculture-based 
extended family, to a much more circumscribed position as a 
mother of an intensively gendered bourgeois nuclear family 
that is in a marginal relation to the site of economic 
production" (146). While I read the characters in the 
novel as basically static within Eliot's gradualist model 
of social progress, Sedgwick suggests that these roles 
shift considerably as the work in which characters engage 
becomes defined within a capitalist economic model. I find 
Sedgwick's argument compelling, but I resist what seems to 
be an idealistic account of the gender and class relations 
in an agrarian economy as opposed to a capitalist one. 
Segwick seems to idealize the agrarian economy of the 
Poyser farm, but this economic system arguably remains just 
as fraught with unequal class relations as the bourgeois 
economy to which she argues the novel moves toward. 
Sedgwick's elevation of a pre-industrial economy in part 
represents an uncritical acceptance of Eliot's own 
nostalgic vision of bucolic life. 

See Louis Althusser, Ideology and Ideological State 
Apparatuses" in Lenin and Philosophy and Other Essays; 
trans. Ben Brewster (1966; London: New Left Books, 1977). 
In this essay, Althusser makes an argument particularly 
germane to the consideration of Adam Bede's status as a 
worker; *'[T]he school (but also other State institutions 
like the Church, or other apparatuses like the Army) 
teaches ^know-how,' but in forms which ensure subjection to 
the ruling Ideology or the mastery of its practice. All 
the agents of production . . . must be one way or another 
^steeped' in this ideology to perform their tasks 
^conscientiously' ..." (133). Adam, then is 
interpellated in his status as a worker through the 
cultural ideals of work that function to enable steady 
progress and production and to bolster the identity of the 
British nation, whose empire-making relies on industrial 
workers, laborers who have internalized the values of work 
to the point of vigilant self-regulation. 

For considerations of Adam Bede as a particularly 
pastoral novel, see David Carrol's chapter ''''Adam Bede: 
pastoral theodicies" in George Eliot and the Conflict of 
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Interpretations, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1992) and Paul Alpers' chapter ^'Pastoral Novels" in What is 
Pastoral? (Chicago: Chicago UP, 1996). 

Other critics have also taken considerable note of 
Hetty's lack of maternal instinct. Paxton has a different 
view of Eliot's characterization of Hetty than my own. In 
her chapter, ^^Beauty, Sexuality, and Evolutionary Process: 
Adam Bede and *Personal Beauty,' she argues that through 
Hetty, Eliot sets up an account of the nature of women 
which opposes Herbert Spencer's consideration of the 
sxabject in his essay "Physical Training." Contending that 
Eliot discloses an important difference between the 
potential for physical beauty and maternal instinct, she 
suggest that Eliot shows through Hetty that the most 
beautiful women are not necessarily the most fit for 
motherhood, and thus that beauty is not the best indicator 
of moral virtue. While Paxton's juxtapositioning of 
Spencer's and Eliot's work is compelling, as is her 
interest in Eliot's conceptions of evolution, her reading 
appears essentialist in that she makes an assumption that 
Eliot honors "sisterhood" through this account, elevating 
the bonds of mother, sister and daughter over a system of 
patriarchy that attempts to submerge these bonds through a 
privileging of male interpretation and desire. Jill Matus 
in Unstable Bodies (Manchester: Manchester UP, 1995), 
specifically in her chapter "Maternal Deviance," also 
argues the Eliot employs Hetty to "undermine the common 
assiamption in biomedical and social discourse that female 
beauty is evidence of the fittedness of woman for her role 
as a mother" (175) . Yet the purpose of Matus' argument 
differs from Paxton *s in that she wants to suggest how 
notions of female sexuality were formulated, challenged and 
redefined by Victorian writers. 

Laurie Langbauer's "Recycling Patriarchy's Garbage: 
George Eliot's Pessimism and the Problem of a Site for 
Feiriinism," in Women and Romance: The Consolations of Gender 
in the English Novel (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1990) makes the 
compelling argxment that Hetty is expelled from the 
community of Hayslope, sacrificed in order for the 
community to be set to rights. She argues that Hetty is so 
sacrificed in part because of her romantic idealism, her 
belief in the dream of a life with Arthur and also as a 
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means to cement the temporarily sundered bonds between 
Arthur and Adam. As she so persuasively suggests, "[S]he 
becomes the little piece of trash sacrificed to save the 
rest" (208). In addition, U.C. Knoepflacher in his chapter 
"The Dilemma of Hetty Sorrel" in George Eliot's Early 
Novels, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1968) 
also takes note of Hetty's lack maternal instinct. 

The Brontes: Their Lives, Friendships and Correspondance. 
Ed. Thomas James Wise and John Alexander Symington (Oxford, 
1933) vol ii, 305-306. 

My reading of these two novels differs from those of 
critics who have thought the projects of Bronte and Gaskell 
to be very similar. For example, Louis Cazamian in his 
seminal study The Social Novel in England 1830-1850. Trans. 
Martin Fido (1903; London: Routledge, 1973) argues that 
Shirley and North and South are united in their Christian 
Socialist message. Yet, as I attempt to show, the dominant 
paternalist value system informing both domestic and 
factory life is undermined in Shirley by the charge of 
tyranny, which causes, at least on one level, a fierce 
social critique. Other critics such as Rosemarie 
Bodenheimer in The Politics of Story in Victorian Social 
Fiction (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1988) argue that the 
similarity in these novels lies in the common plot of the 
female paternalist. In her useful analysis in the chapter 
of entitled "The Romance of the Female Paternalist," 
Bodenheimer makes the argiament that Bronte focuses on the 
dynamics of power and rebellion in the novel, relying on 
paternalism to understand class relations. Some 
similarities exist between my critical perspective of the 
novel and Bodenheimer's, yet the terms of my argtiment 
differ considerably. Unlike Bodenheimer, I specifically 
focus on the comparative tyranny Bronte suggests exists 
between home and factory, and attempt to show that Bronte 
forwards an examination of the tyranny implicit in domestic 
relations, making visible the inequality that remains 
invisible to msuiy of the writers who engage the same 
sijbject. 

For the specific reviews, see Review, the Manchester 
Guardian, 1 (February 1849), 7; Review, the British 
Quarterly Review, ix (February 1849), 177-36). 
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William Rathbone Greg, Review, Edinburgh Review^ LXXXIX 
(April 1849), 402-35. 

" The Letters of Mrs. Gaskell, 186. 

The Letters of Mrs. Gaskell, 235-38. 

Elizabeth Gaskell. North and South. (1854-5; London; 
Penguin Books, 1970). All further references to this text 
will be noted parenthetically. 

Frederick Engels. The Condition of the Working Classes in 
England. (1844; Chicago: Academy Chicago Publishers, 
1984). All further references to this text will be noted 
parenthetically. 

Engels came to Manchester in his early twenties to learn 
the management of a cotton manufactory established by his 
father. Prior to his visit to Manchester, Engels was 
already schooling himself in radical ideas, and contributed 
to various left-wing journals and periodicals. Instead of 
becoming the cotton lord his father had perhaps intended 
him to mature into, Engels studied the conditions of the 
workers in Manchester, and eventually wrote a scathing 
critique of industrial manufactory. The Condition of the 
Working Classes in England, published in 1845 in Germany. 
For a detailed account see Eric Hobsbawm's introduction. 

During the early Victorian period, writing devoted either 
to exposing the evils of the factory system or exalting its 
greatness flourished. The representations of factory life 
varied, of course, since the attitudes writers adopted 
toward the manufacturing system largely depended upon their 
political affiliations and their stance towards free trade. 
Treatises such as Andrew Ure's The Philosophy of 
Manufacture (1835; London: Frank Cass & Co. Ltd., 1967.) 
and W. Cooke Taylor's Uotes of a Tour of the Manufacturing 
Districts (1841; London: Frank Cass & Co. Ltd., 1968) 
sought to demonstrate that factory life was supported by 
and supportive of a healthy domesticity practice by the 
factory operatives. Ure# for example, describes at length 
the factory town of Belper, in which *^The operatives and 
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their families pass the tranquil tenor of their lives" 
(343). Ure characterizes the mills of Belper as ^'elegant," 
and describes the "commodious" houses of workers as 
"regular." He also emphasizes that the homes of the 
operatives and the factories themselves are built of 
similarly hewn stones. His description reinforces the 
assumption of utter compatibility between factory and 
family. Cooke Taylor draws the same conclusion in his 
study, dwelling on the commensurateness between productive 
factories and thriving working class families. In visiting 
the cottages of factory operatives in Turton, Ure happily 
finds "all well." He discovers the domestic life of 
workers to be flourishing and ordered: "I found . . . very 
many [of the cottages] respectably . . . furnished: there 
were generally a mahogany table and a chest of drawers. 
Daughters from most of the houses, but wives, as far as I 
could learn, from none, worked in the factory. Many of the 
women were not a little proud of their housewifery, and 
exhibited the Sunday wardrobes of their husbands, the stock 
of neatly folded shirts, &c . . . . " The conclusion that 
the environments of factory and home were mutually 
supportive enabled advocates of the expansion of industry 
such as Ure and Cooke Taylor to dispel any fears about the 
treatment of workers and poor conditions of factories. The 
commensurateness of factory life with the survival of the 
family enabled these proponents of free trade to stabilize 
the fluctuation associated with the market. Other writers, 
such as Frederick Engels in. The Condition of the Working 
Classes in England, viewed the factory as radically 
inimical to the realization of the benefits of family life 
among the working classes. 

For useful studies on Engels' The Condition of the 
Working Classes in England, see Steven Marcus, Engels^ 
Manchester and the Working Class (New York: Random House, 
1974) and Michael Levin, The Condition of England Question: 
Carlyle, Mill, Engels (London: Macmillan Press, 1998). 

Both Gaskell and Engels demonstrate a belief in the value 
of family life typical for the Victorian period. The 
family was often figured as a natural category consisting 
in ties of kinship that were xinassailable in terms of their 
moral and cultural value. This phenomenon has been well 
established by a number of critics. See for example. 
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Lawrence Stone, The Family, Sex and Marriage in England 
1500-1800 (New York; Harper, 1979), Randolf Trumbach, The 
Rise of the Egalitarian Family: Aristocratic Kinship and 
Domestic Relations in Eighteenth Century England. (New 
York: Academic, 1978), Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall, 
Family Fortunes: Men and Women of the English Middle Class, 
1780-1850 (London: Hutchinson, 1987), and Nancy Armstrong, 
Desire and Domestic Fiction: A Political History of the 
Novel (New York: Oxford UP, 1987). 

Michael Levin also remarks on Engels' idyllic portrayal 
of English workers in the pre-industrial period: [in] the 
Introduction to his Condition of the Working Class, [his] . 
. . Romantic Tory view of an idyllic pre-industrial England 
is clearly evident" (130). 

Many critics have developed arguments about the novel 
that are opposed to my view of it as a critique of 
tyrannical relationships associated with spheres of home 
and factory. Igor Webb's From Custom to Capital: The 
English Novel and the Industrial Revolution (Ithaca: 
Cornell, 1981), argues in his chapter "History and the 
Novel, and the Novel as History" that Bronte ultimately 
fails to engage a serious social critique since, while 
trying to address class tensions, she makes the work and 
workers themselves invisible, and as a result "misperceives 
what's at issue," the oppression of workers (132). Webb is 
in accord with several other critics who have considered 
the novel ultimately as a failure in its attempts to 
resolve tensions through a paternalist framework. See, for 
example, E.P. Thompson {The Making of the English Working 
Class, p.613) who argues that while Bronte "faithfully" 
portrays some events associated with the Luddites, her 
characterization of them is mostly erroneous and the novel 
"remains an expression of true middle-class myth." Asa 
Briggs supports the point established by Thompson in 
"Private and Social Themes in Shirley," Bronte Society 
Transactions, 1958, pp.203-19, and Patrick Brantlinger in 
The Spirit of Reform (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1977), p.124, 
argues that the novel "celebrat[es] the rise of middle-
class industrialism." 

" G.H. Lewes, Review, Edinburgh Reviewed (January 1850), 
153-173. 
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Several critics have called attention to the comparison 
Bronte makes between the status of workers and the status 
of women. See Joseph Kestner and also Sandra M. Gilbert 
and Susan Gubar, ^^The Genesis of Hunger, According to 
Shirley" in Madwoman in the Attic (New Haven: Yale UP, 
1979). Gilbert and Gubar argue that the novel concerns 
women's projection of their own personal plights onto 
workers. In their view, Bronte uses the political plot 
involving the problems of workers to draw attention to the 
personal plight of women. 


