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In Mary Barton, North and South, and Ruth by Elizabeth Gaskell
woren play major roles illustrating the social concerns of these novels.
The heroines of the novels contradict and rebel against the traditional
nineteenth-century attitudes held by other characters. The impulse to
rebellion throughout the novels is based on the liberating theology of
Gaskell's nineteenth-century Unitarianism. The central female
characters in the novels reflect the Unitarian emphasis on the potential
liberating nature of religious belief. These novels also demonstrate
the far-reaching social implications of a democratizing theology.
Gaskell applies her religious principles to social situations in order
to pramote reform of evploitive and unjust practices. The wamen in
these novels use moral reasoning to cambat injustice and restrictions on
feminine behaviour in the nineteenth century. The social situations
described in the novels highlights the tensions between the industrial
working class and the upper classes, and the women in these movels are
used to uncover the fundamental class dysfunction that marked the
Victorian era. Gaskell has presented a religious ethic aimed at
ameliorating class tension and providing a source of individual
empowerment that challenged the Victorian reliance on Christianity as a
means of defining and regulating behaviour.
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INTRODICTTION

Elizabeth Gaskell strongly believed that the society in which she
lived was increasingly tending toward social crisis (lucas p. 151), ard
she addressed this in her novels by giving her female characters a voice
of rebellion inspired by her own religious beliefs. Gaskell illustrated
repeatedly in her novels, particularly Mary Barton, North and South, and
Ruth, yvoung wamen responding to situations that affected their own lives
and provided significant commentary about broader social considerations.
The responses of the wamen in Gaskell's novels are often contrary to
traditional expectations for personal behaviour and form a potent
challenge to the definitions of appropriate behaviour in Victorian
England. Gaskell's portrayal of wanen who voice opinions and make
choices that highlight exploitation in society is directly informed by
the Unitarian teachings that Gaskell espoused. The challenges made
against social convention by Gaskell were intended to be reconstructive.
This impetus to social amelioration was, in fact, an important aspect of
nineteenth-century British Unitarianism.

John Lucas has proposed that the English middle class, beginning
with Chartist challenges in the 1840s, became fearful that the working
class would eventually became seriocusly violent (Iucas p. 151). Lucas
groups Gaskell in a trend of middle-class liberalism based on fear and
insularity. However, I believe that Gaskell was also concermed with
addressing inequality and injustice and pramoting understanding between
classes in society. The inclusion of violence by the workers in Mary
Barton and North and South proves that Gaskell was aware of the growing
frustration of the working class. Her insights into the lives of the
workers shows that she believed that they were justifiably frustrated
and were not innately unruly and insubordinate. Many critics agree that
Gaskell's sensibilities were formed by the specific beliefs of




Unitarianism! and her concern with the working class was based on a
genuine interest in the well-being of individuals and with issues of
morality, not with middle-class protectionism. In fact, Gaskell was
dismayed by the idea that the content of her novels was inspired solely
by exploitive accounts of controversial events and she believed such an
idea undermined her true purpose. She wrote to her publisher in
response to a request for a preface to Mary Barton:

I hardly know what you mean by an ‘explanatory preface.’

The only thing I should like to make clear is that it is no

catch-permy run up since the events on the Continent have

directed public attention to the consideration of the state

of affairs between the Employers, & their work-people.

(Letters #26)
Coral Lansbury suggests that writing a preface that tended to define
Mary Barton in the context of politically charged events was distasteful
to Gaskell (Novel of Social Crisis p. 22). Gaskell felt that such a
piece of writing was exploitive and would weaken the message of the
novel by making it merely topical. Ultimately, Gaskell wrote in defence
of her view of the conditions of the working class, "It is enough to
say, that this belief of the injustice and unkindness which they [the
working class] endure from their fellow-creatures, taints what might be
resignation to God's will, and turns it to revenge in too many of the
poor uneducated factory-workers of Manchester" (Preface to MB p. 37).

Gaskell, inspired by her Unitarian beliefs, wrote in the spirit of

a reformer. Unitarianism was one of the many dissenting religions that
were established because of beliefs differing fram those of the Church
of England. Valentine Curmingham explains that the development of these
altemative religions in the nineteenth century was largely a result of
sociological forces (p. 18). The trend to dissenting religions mirrored
the influence of the many social changes occurring throughout the

1For general discussions of the influence of Unitarianism on Gaskell see Monica Fryckstedt's

Elizabeth Gaskell's Mary Barton and Ruth: A Challenge to Christian England (Diss. Uppsala U, 1982),
Winifred Gerin's Elizabeth Gaskell (Oxford UP, 1976), Coral Lansbury's, Elizabeth Gaskell: The Novel of

Social Crisis (Bames & Noble, 1975) and Elizabeth Gaskell (Twayne, 1984) and Patsy Stoneman's
Elizabeth Gaskell (Indiana UP, 1987).
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nineteenth century. Qumningham explains that many dissenting religions
flourished in industrializing wrban centres (pp. 74-75). A growing
class of working urbem poor became increasingly dissatisfied with the
Church of England's apparent inability to find in its Christian
directives motives and means to foster respect and material support for
the working class. Religious dissent embodied a democratizing impetus
intended to empower the working classes. The growth of dissenting
religions came to be in same ways synonyvmous with the struggle to reform
the divisions of power in society (Cumingham p. 18). Cunningham
explains that the strengthening of the influence of dissenting
religions, such as Unitarianism, in the nineteenth century suggests an
attempt to lessen the scope of social elitism (p. 18).

Cunningham also suggests that the popularity of religious dissent
in the nineteenth century was due to a gradual enhancement of the status
of the individual (p. 9). He further claims that the ability of the
individual to define him or herself independent of class was a profound
development of the nineteenth-century novel inspired by religiocus
dissent's increased awareness of individual importance. He points to
Elizabeth Gaskell as a major contributor to the trend of making
religious ard social cammentary through novels that highlight
individuals' life stories. As a Unitarian, Gaskell believed that every
person contributed to society, and thus the average person and the
development of his or her conscience became a means to express a demand
for greater justice for people of all levels of society.

The nineteenth-century Unitarians gave unusual precedence to the
value of man for working out God's plan. They held the conviction that
individuals could be responsible for cultivating their moral sense. In
order for every individual to be responsible for his or her own moral
nature, they believed in the absolute equality of all persons before God
and in this world and that God's grace extends equally to all
(Cumingham p. 10). According to the Unitarians, every person has equal
potential to develop a rational and divinely inspired moral sense.
Necessary to such development was the use of the intellect to maintain
constant vigilance over one's behaviour. The Unitarians believed that
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adherence to arbitrary rules without examination and belief in their
worth to mankind was a waste of God's gift of reason and represented a
dangerocus tendency to neglect the cultivation of a moral sense in favour
of blind authority (Chamning, "Unitarian Christianity" p. 9). The
American Unitarian William Ellery Chamning wrote:
We believe that all virtue has its foundation in the moral
nature of man, that is, in conscience or his sense of duty,
and in the power of forming his temper and life according to
conscience. . . . By these remarks, we do not mean to deny
the importance of God’s aid or Spirit; but by his Spirit we
mean a moral illuminating, and persuasive influence not
physical, not campulsory, not imvolving a necessity of
virtue. ("Unitarian Christianity” P. 30)
The rational outcame of the careful cultivation of intellect and moral .
sense for Unitarians was to implement these elements to improve their
world materially and spiritually for the benefit of all. Unitarians
also believed in extending mercy to simmers because they did not believe
in pramoting faith through carmpulsion and threats of alienation.
Unitarianism was a religion with a social agenda. Coral Lansbury
suggests that Unitarians were so strongly identified with social action
that "more [people] thought of them as less a religious sect than a
political group, radical in temperament, reformers by design" (Novel of
Social Crisis p. 12). This impetus to reform was an aspect of
Unitarianism that many found deeply threatening and even heretical.
Lansbury also writes that the aspirations of Unitarianism were
interpreted by many as "the voice of radical dissent" that called into
question the social order that religious conformity believed to be
determined by God (Novel of Social Crisis p. 35). Gaskell's faith was
concermned primarily with possibilities of a living faith "emphasizing
personal action" (Uglow p. 6). Unitarians believed that they could
improve social conditions by adherence to their beliefs, arﬂtheyééwit
as their duty to take responsible action aimed at developing a society
able to consider equally the needs of all people and classes.
Dissenting religions, notably Unitarianism, believed that it was part of
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rellglous faith to attempt to provide practical answers to same of the
material needs of the poor. Such positive thinking made Unitarians
singular in a Victorian world shaken by doubts. ILansbury explains, "It
was the incorrigible optimism of the Unitarian that most offended his
fellow Christian. In the face of slums and poverty, crime and
prostitution, the Thitarisn maintained his faith in progress and
perfectibility, in the power of reason to effect change" (Novel of
Social Crisis p. 13). The dynamism of the Victorian age with its
advancements in industry and science overwhelmed many and caused them
either to lose faith or become resigned that human intervention was
pointless. The tragedies of life had been put there by God. Such
fatalism, however, was foreign to the Unitarians who saw no
contradiction between the negative effects of a rapidly modernizing
society and the existence of a merciful God. This steadfast belief in
improvement made them "both the envy and the ocutrage of their day"
(Lansbury, Novel of Social Crisis p. 14). It was this unshakeable
belief that improvements could and would occur, if people would
acknowledge the causes of problems and search for answers, that seems to
have fuelled Gaskell.

As a Unitarian, Gaskell was a great admirer of the ideals of
Christian Socialism. She writes in a letter of 1850 of "their
[Christian Socialists'] earmest loving search after the Kingdom of God®
(Letters #67). This movement was made up of individuals of diverse
intellectual, theological, and social backgrounds and was committed to
the Iumane reformation of society based on "the vision of a humanity
emancipated from the thrall of custom and the existing ties of social
deference" (Norman p. 2). This movement would have appealed to the
Unitarian believer. Both placed great emphasis on the role of the
individual and the belief in the possibility of improving one's
situation in life. C.E. vulliamy writes, "The idea of the movement
[Christian Socialism] was the application of the religious principle to
econamic problems, with special emphasis on the supreme importance of
individual character" (p. 3). Similarly, her novels embody Gaskell's
commitment to social amelioration. She had a sense of duty that led her
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to try to do whatever was within her scope to change society and make it
more campassionate and just. Her intent is noted in Alan Shelston's
introduction to Ruth: "The example of George Eliot was to show how
provincial religious practice, particularly that of Dissent, with its
emphasis on the claims of the individual conscience, could provide
fertile soil for the novelist camnitted to the working out of a Iumane
social morality" (p. xvii). Gaskell admired the Christian Socialists
and wrote in a spirit similar to theirs of the belief in social
reformation based on charity and liberal, democratic theology.
Gaskell's Unitarian sensibilities were fundamental to her analysis of
her world and the messages she conveyed in her novels. Lansbury
concurs: "Her novels and her life as a waman and social reformer were
expressions of this theology of optimism. She was a religious writer,
but her religion was at variance with most contemporary attitudes”
(Novel of Social Crisis p. 15).

Modern liberation theology attempts to promote the importance of
individual spirituality and belief in God in preference to church
authority. Liberation theology emphasizes the empowering potential of
faith and morals for all, but particularly those socially and materially
dispossessed of any significant power. I have included discussions of
current liberation theology because of the similarity of Gaskell's
beliefs with modern liberal theology and to highlight the radical nature
of her theology. The examples of modern liberation theology that I have
used emphasize the power of liberal theology to pramote social change
and so illustrate Gaskell's tactic of infusing her Unitarian beliefs in
her novels in order to pramote social reform.

As a resident of a large industrial city, Manchester, Gaskell had
long been aware of the powerlessness of the working class. BAs she tried
to bring to light same of the injustices faced by the workers, Gaskell
was making potent commentary on the moral responsibility of the more
powerful classes and trying to incite meaningful and voluntary redress.
Coral Lansbury suggests that what seems to be the voice of camplacent
liberalism in Gaskell's novels is in fast one of Gaskell's achievements
of subversion. Gaskell created a harrative voice in Mary Barton that

6
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appealed to her middle-class readers because it did not explicitly
espouse the workers' viewpoint. However, juxtaposed with the more
psychologically convincing realism and unpalatable honesty of her
working-class characters the narrative voice works to highlight the need
for greater campassion for the workers by the upper classes (Novel of
Social Crisis p. 9). Ilansbury writes: "Her problem was one of eliciting
her readers' sympathies for the poor without alienating them with her
belief that poverty was not a natural condition but a state engendered
by a capitalist society" (Novel of Social Crisis p. 25).

In the three novels discussed in this paper, Gaskell gives women
strong roles to illustrate the misjudgements made about the lives of the
working poor and the conditions and prejudices that attempted to keep
fram this class the power to change their lives. Helena Bergmann writes
that many of the social problem novels of the nineteenth century were
written by waren and tended to give female characters strong roles (p.
15). Bergmamn also suggests that a common point of reference among
these novelists, including Gaskell, was reliance on religion. She
writes, "Basically these novelists put their trust in religion and in
the inherent goodness of luman beings; what was essential to them was to
end the suffering and to prevent outbreaks of violence" (p. 15). While
Gaskell fits this description generally, it must be emphasized that she
did not create heroines who simply put their faith in God and were
designed to embody passive, non-threatening moral inspiration.

Gaskell's novels are filled with active wamen who try to change their
material situations, and by doing so they point out the injustices in
society. Gaskell's heroines challenge the reader to adopt a new moral
standard that must be vigilant and active to have any real influence.
Gaskell's Unitarian beliefs are infused throughout her novels and
support the rebellion by characters in them. In this paper I will
highlight the liberating aspect of Unitarianism by drawing parallels
between the rebellious behaviour it allows and modern liberation
theology.

Valentine Cunningham points out that Gaskell's characters are
rarely identified as Unitarians. The lack of religious identification
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of characters who embody the beliefs of Unitarianism, Cunningham
suggests, reflects the Unitarian insistence on religious opemness and
tolerance. Curmingham explains that nineteenth-century British
Unitarianism always avoided defining itself too narrowly and that
Gaskell's writing reflects her overriding belief in an open and humane
Christianity. He also suggests that Gaskell was attempting to show the
potential for liberal thinking in all Christian religions and was
subverting criticism as a dissenting writer by not giving her characters
specific religious affiliations despite the moral concerns in the novels
(pp. 139-141).

The female characters in Mary Barton, North and South, and Ruth
live in the working world and demonstrate, through their struggles and
disappointments, that they do not submit willingly to the idea that
their station in life has been divinely ordained. Nor do these women
‘sulmit meekly to the mechanisms that attempt to control and to exploit
them. The heroines in Gaskell's novels use their intellects to better
camprehend how the poor are exploited by society and then to promote a
redress of the balance of power in between classes. The major female
characters in Gaskell's novels contimually challenge themselves and the
reader to review narrow interpretations of behaviour and the structures
in society that uphold such assessments.

Despite the predaminance of men in the formal discussions of
workers' rights in Mary Barton and North and South, Gaskell also used
women effectively to show realistically the pressures faced by the
working classes. Gaskell attempted to depict working-class women doing
what they, out of necessity, did do; that is, work and try to keep home
and family together despite unemployment, illness, injury, and poor
living conditions. Gaskell showed the lives of working-class women to
be filled with hardship and disappointment. She placed these women in
such a context in order to illustrate the abuses inherent in various
social systems and the necessity of individual choice and responsibility
to gain improvements. Bergmann suggests:

This non-camitted role of wamen, far removed fram the world
of Chartist activity, is an important aspect of their

8




function as camumicators of a social message in the novels.
The fact that politics were considered outside women's
sphere has enabled the author to express social criticism in
oblique terms less offensive to a middle-class reader. (P.
36)
By depicting wamen facing the pressures of urban life, Gaskell undercuts
the simple assumptions made about the working class and about women.
Aina Rubenius quotes a letter citing Gaskell's concern about the
effects of industrialization:
I do think that we must all acknowledge that there are
duties comected with the mamufacturing system not fully
understood as yet, and evils existing in relation to it
which may be remedied in same degree, although we as yet do
not know how; hut surely there is no harm in directing the
attention to the existence of such evils. (P. 143)
Along with her obvious concern for the working class as a whole, Gaskell
was aware that increasing numbers of young women were choosing factory
work in preference to damestic work (Rubenius pp. 159-60). The
prominent position that she gives to women and their responses to the
influences they encounter in industrial society show her particular
interest in the sub-group of young urban working wamen. Her concern
about this sociological shift is apparent in Mary Barton, North and
South, and Ruth. Frequently in these novels, issues of concern are
voiced didactically by the male characters. However, the "evils" of the
factory system are shown with greater intimacy and clarity by women's
experiences. While Gaskell often highlights the problems of
industrialization fraom a woman's point of view, she always reminds the
reader that these are not just the problems of cne social sub~group.
They are the problems of society as a whole, and their effects are
widespread. Gaskell used with great effect the relationship of women
and industrial life to illustrate the exploitation of the working class
and of women.
Work is also shown to be a necessary and often constructive part
of feminine life. As Bergmamn points out, many of Gaskell's heroines
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are working class (p. 16). They are able to lead a more independent
. life than would be acceptable to Gaskell's middle-class readers. Yet
Gaskell's young women demonstrate that they are able to be
intellectually, emoticnally, and morally self-governing. Their work
provided many young women with their own money, when it was not
appropriated as part of a family income, and with a sense of living and
working for their own goals and well-being (Walkowitz p. 74). In
Gaskell's novels, work is one avenue by which women can became
personally and socially responsible. For Ruth Hilton her work life is a
large part of her development to maturity and her social redemption.
While Margaret Hale never becames a worker, her camection with the
working class enables her to become a responsible, socially aware
factory owner's wife.

The growing independence of young working women was a phenamenon
of the nineteenth century believed by many to be a proof of their
waywardness and lack of social responsibility (Walkowitz p. 74).

Barbara Harman argues that women's independence and their increasing
traffic in the world away fram the hame threatened Victorian ideas about
order and propriety. She describes the prevalent nineteenth-century
view: "access to the public sphere [for women] is necessarily
contaminating: either it attaches one to the world and gives one
interests and motives, or it somehow damages, perhaps even taints, one's
character" (p. 352). However, when Gaskell's women apparently, in the
public view, fail to live morally and responsibly, she shows that they
have been to a great extent victimized by the social forces that exploit
them. Gaskell demonstrates through her wamen characters how those,'
women and the working class, without public access and power are easily
manipulated by those with public access and power. Gaskell's women
choose ways that do not involve overt political cammentary to reject the
prejudices that entrap them. They turn inevitably to a Christian ethic
that is egalitarian and potentially liberating for all. The adherence
to moral principles that demand individual judgement instead of
deference to authority creates a unique and subtle form of social
rebellion. Patsy Stoneman writes: "This doctrine [self-government],
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potentially subversive of the authority not only of the Church but of
class and gender, underlies everything Elizabeth Gaskell wrote" (p. 60).

The major female characters in the three nowvels progress from
being typically childish girls to truly adult wamen. They became able
to answer for themselves the moral questions that they encounter. As a
result, they demonstrate profound emotional and psychological
development. The choices that Gaskell's heroines make usually enhance
Gaskell's themes and highlight the inadequacies of accepted social and
industrial practices. All of these women are faced with critical
choices that reflect larger social questions, and their responses
provide altermatives to the established ways of thinking and acting. As
well, despite the unconventional nature of many of their decisions,
these wamen often make choices that allow them to became stronger people
and to improve their lives. It is the wamen who often make the most
successfil choices and show convincingly the deficiencies of the social
and industrial systems; the strength and success of the women in
Gaskell's novels adds the disturbing aspect of gender rebellion to same
already controversial topics.

Rubenius suggests that by themselves women's choices, such as
whether to marry or who to marry, do not constitute significant themes
in the novels, but that they illustrate the power of individual moral
awareness to make society function better (p. 76). The question of
marriage arises for Mary Barton, Margaret Hale, and Ruth Hilton. The
decisions that these women make about marriage show their ability to
make responsible choices and reinforce Gaskell's ideas about what is
moral and constructive for the individual and society. The choice of
husband, or the choice not to marry, reflects the values of the heroine.
In all cases the values implicit in the heroine's choice reflect those
of Gaskell ard often highlight opposed values that Gaskell believed to
be corrupted. While Gaskell herself shied away fram calls for an
extension of women's political rights (lLetters #276), her novels gave
women a strong and rebellious voice that illustrated her own theories
for social reform. The camitment not to advocate political solutions
to social problems indicates Gaskell's scepticism that profound social
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change could be effectively legisiated without the support of society
(Rubenius p. 55).

Unitarianism formed Gaskell's world view, and the wamen in her
novels express her conviction that individuals have the moral
responsibility to try to correct injustices in their world. Inherent in
the conviction that people must attempt to redress injustices is a
camitment to a certain degree of rebellion. In accordance with
Unitarian belief, Gaskell viewed rebellion as justifiable, even
necessary, in order to help a weak or defenceless group or individual
(Rubenius p. 69). And the fact that she gave female characters such a
prominent place in her work was not in any way at variance with her
belief in the uncampramised equality of all individuals. As Lansbury
points out, "to be bom a woman and Unitarian was to be released fram
much of the prejudice and oppression enjoined upon other women" (Novel

of Social Crisis p. 11).
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MARY BARTCON

Mary Barton contains the voice of the liberating and
recanstructive Unitarianism that Gaskell believed in. Mary Barton is
the character in the novel who primarily embodies the aspects of
Unitarianism that Gaskell believed promoted individual responsibility
and dignity and tended to break down prejudice and injustice. Despite
the important thematic role of Mary's father, John Barton, as the voice
of suffering and injustice, his attempts toward redress are ultimately
carnbative and unsuccessful. It is Mary who, as she develops maturity,
provides a voice consistent with the reformative aspects of nineteenth-
century British Unitarianism.

As father and daughter, the lives and fortunes of John and Mary
are unavoidably linked. Gaskell used this pair to provide a unique
perception of dissatisfaction among the working class. Joan Chittister
proposes the Biblical story of Job as a paradigm for rebellion in
accordance with current liberation theology (p. 2). The model for
liberation theology that Chittister constructs around the story of Job
seems to be an apt way to interpret the roles Gaskell has given John and
Mary as they enbody the beliefs of Unitarianism. Jolm and Mary Barton
show, as they encounter a variety of unjust practices and attitudes, the
tendency of society to victimize them because of their relative lack of
power to question and to fight against injustice as they encounter it.
The role of the one who questions and exposes injustice is the key one
ascribed to Job in Chittister's model and it is the role that both Joln
and Mary play.

Joln is the oppressed worker who can no longer accept his poverty
as a natural condition that he must silently endure, and in this way he
matches what Chittister sees as the key element to Job's personality (p.
3). Jolm Barton's main function in the novel is to give voice to the
suffering of the industrial poor and to question if their misery stems
fram the disregard and prejudice of those with moral, political, and
social power. So, like Chittister's Job, John Barton is "the figure
outside the system, who confronts it with the reality of undeserved
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pain" (p. 2). However, despite the moral justification of Jolmn's
impulse to rebel, he ultimately alienates himself fram all social groups
and fails as a legitimate reformer. Jolm loses his faith in man ard in
God and thus, in the end, cammot offer a humene solution. Chittister
points to the ineffectiveness of immoral acts of anger and frustration:
"Yet to take justice unto himself [Job], to allow his anger to destroy
him, to became what he hates, Job learms fraom God, is no solution
either" (p. 5).

The voice of rebellion and liberation, however, does not simply
burn out in the frustration of Johmn Barton. It takes root in his
daughter Mary who provides repeated examples of rebelliocus non-
acceptance of exploitation and injustice based on challenges to accepted
moral standards and assertions of an individual's right to fair
treatment. Such moral rebellion was at the heart of Gaskell's
Unitarianism and is now being heard as the focus of modern liberation
theology (Camblin p. 64). Gaskell's choice of Mary as the character who
shows a faithful and workable rebellion based primarily on individual
power reflects her Unitarian beliefs. Mary provides examples of
rebellion with reconstructive purposes that go beyond "avenging the old
system” and begin "to envision a new ocne" (Chittister p. 5).

Mary Barton plays the role of the successful rebel in the novel
and she thereby suggests another parallel with Chittister's model. The
inheritors of Job's righteous dissent, including the liberation from the
campulsion of orthodox thought to endure exploitation silently, were
Job's daughters (p. 6). Chittister suggests that it is the inheritance
of hope that is bestowed on Job's daughters. They symbolize the hope
for a world where "oppressive power is disempowered so that the
poverless can triumph, the relationships of the world are reordered and
hope is madGe new in Job's daughters" (p. 7). So too, in Mary Barton
Mary shows that, through faith and conscience, exploitive relationships
can be exposed and undermined, and hope be restored. Mary's role as a
sign of hope is symbolized for the reader at the end of the novel when
Mary and Jem Wilson, her new husband, have immigrated to Canada. Mary's
and Jem's relocation to Canada is not an exile. Jem has promising new
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aployment (MB p. 461), and they are not separated emotionally or
‘physically fram their family and closest friends. Jem's mother and
Mary's friends Job Legh and his granddaughter Margaret and Will Wilson
all intend to join Mary and Jem in their new hame. Everything about
their new life is pramising. Coral Lansbury concurs that this end to
the novel symbolizes hope for a new society centered on the values
developed in Mary as she has progressed to moral and social
responsibility (Elizabeth Gaskell p. 10).

It is noteworthy that Gaskell chose to embody in a female
character rebellion based on fidelity to conscience and reason, to
exposure of the truth through honesty and plain speaking, rather than on
overt political action, because this reinforced the Unitarian belief in
the equality of all persons, male or female. Such a strategy allowed
Gaskell to formulate potent criticism without directly affronting her
readers (Bergmamn p. 36).

Gaskell deals with issues of power and responsibility, and she
subtly offers altematives to exploitive power that come fram the
fundamental beliefs of Unitarianism and amount to a liberation theology.
Chittister explains exploitation: "The purpose of exploitative power,
either brutal or benign, is to drain the other of whatever power the
exploited might lay claim to in order to advance the purposes of the
rulers themselves" (p. 12). Marvy Barton gives many exanples of
exploitation, and Gaskell's gpproach is to undermine through the speech
and actions, consistent with the liberating aspect of Unitarianism, of
her characters the structures that uphold exploitation. As such, it is
a highly rebellious piece of writing. As Chittister explains, to raise
questions about the adequacy of accepted behaviour is rebellion: "Even
the questions themselves, in fact, are seen as instances of treasonous
infidelity or arrogant rebesllion in a world where exploitation is the
climate and character of the ruling class" (p. 12). Mary Barton's is a
key voice in the novel as it uncovers and rejects exploitive behaviour.
Gaskell uses Mary effectively to expose exploitation and show that it
can and should be rejected in accordance with moral thinking. Mary's
experiences and her eventual ability to speak out against what would
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enslave her embody the Unitarian belief in the rebellious and redemptive
power of plain-speaking. Mary's story refutes the orthodoxies that
perpetuate exploitation. Such orthodoxies teach the exploited to "Be
silent. Be satisfied. Be nothing" (Chittister p. 4). Mary rejects and
challenges injustice at every step.

Merryn Williams suggests that it was an immovative step by Gaskell
to create a working class heroine (p. 9). Gaskell puts her heroine and
the fact of her work-life to great use in the novel. The influences of
industrial life have a great impact on the events of Mary's life and the
way she develops as a waran. In caming to terms with these influences
Mary becomes self-governing and responsible. Being out in the world as
a worker allows her to analyze various aspects of her world and to
decide how to cope. As Mary becames more aware of the forces governing
her world, she subtly subverts those that exploit her and so reinforces
the views given didactically by her father. Mary's experiences in the
industrial world give the reader a psychological intimacy with the
pressures and expectations placed on a young working waman. Mary's
experience in the work world also allows her initial immature and
unrealistic rebellious instincts to develop into a serious and
legitimate rebellious sensibility rooted in a strong Christian moral
ethic.

There is no debate in the nowvel about Mary going out to work.
BEven though the Bartons are enjoying a period of financial stability in
the early part of the novel, everyone able to contribute to the family
incame must do so. Mary never resists going to work and shows a clear
camprehension of the reality of her life. When the time cames, Joln and
Mary must decide what Mary will do. The limit of choices is made
olwious. John is opposed to wamen working in factories because he
believes it to be urmholesome for them (MB p. 43). This leaves only two
options: damestic service and dressmaking (MB p. 61). Both Jon and
Mary are against damestic service. Mary shows an unrealistic desire to
be lady-like in her employment and is against domestic service because
"a servant must often drudge and be dirty" (MB p. 62). Despite the
naivete of this desire to awoid the unpalatable aspects of working life,
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it also shows that Mary is aware of how unappealing is most of the ‘work
open to her. Mary also does not wish to "be known as a servant to all"
(MB p. 62) and is begimning to display her instinctive dislike of a
system that makes one person self-almegating in the presence of those
deemed her superiors by society. Mary does not want to give up her
individuality and be defined by the single word "servant" that strips
her of dignity and individual rights. She thus mirrors John's view of
darestic work as a form of slavery that epitamizes the exploitation of
ane class by another: "a pampering of artificial wants on the ane side,
a giving-up of every right of leisure by day and quiet rest by night an
the other" (MB p. 61). While she has same vain notidns, Mary clearly
displays unwillingness to participate in a system that exhibits no
concern for her needs. The clear acknowledgement of the working class's
decision not to participate willingly in their own exploitation is one
aspect of the rebellion of this novel. Dressmaking is the chosen
occupation for Mary.

Despite Mary's belief that she has saved herself fram hard labour
and drudgery by becaming a dressmaker, she has in fact entered a line of
work that was notoriously akin to slavery because of the exceptional
mmber of hours the young dressmakers were required to work and the
notably poor pay they received (Fryckstedt pp. 143-45). As Fryckstedt
explains, the plight of dressmakers was a subject that Gaskell followed
throughout her life beginning in the 1840's (p. 145). In Mary Bartop
Mary's experiences in the dressmaking trade educate her about herself
and the influences upon her and allow Gaskell to highlight the
difficulties of industrial society. Mary eventually camprehends the
inequalities that make survival and self-respect difficult for the
workers. This education in the work world gives Mary the maturity and
social awareness to rebel against the forces that exploit her rather
than to contimue to believe that she can samehow circumvent them. This
emphasis on developing the intellect and psyche of all persons as a way
to enpowerment is a reflection of Unitarian belief. Raymond Holt
recognizes this impetus as a key facet of nineteenth-century British
Unitarianism and a strong force for change. He writes, "if men are to
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be freed fram reliance on external authority they must be educated to be
independent in judgment and if men are to be responsible citizens they
must be given knowledge" (p. 20). Mary must, and does, learn to
confront head-on the forces that affect her life, and she learns that
there is no disgrace in work; rather, the disgrace lies in the
conditions imposed on many of the workers.

Mary begins her education when she learns that a premium is
necessary to secure a place in a first or second-rate dressmaking
establishment (MB p. 63). Her ambition considerably lowered, Mary is
apprenticed "on consideration, " that is with no pay, for two years (MB
p. 63). When Mary finally does receive a salary, it is only a "mimute
weekly pittance” (MB p. 63). So Mary works long hours but is unable to
support herself and be independent; she can soon see that even survival
an her own would be impossible. While working, Mary maintains their
home for herself and her father and takes responsibility for their
finances: "all the money went through her hands, and the household
arrangements were guided by her will and pleasure" (MB p. 58). As Mary
and her father sink deeper into poverty, however, it is not always
pleasurable for Mary to keep house. Unable to support herself and
increasingly aware of their worsening position, Mary gains cruel insight
as to how her life could play out.

Mary and her father sink deeper and deeper into poverty, and Mary
gradually takes all responsibility for attempting to keep them alive and
somewhat comfortable (Lansbury, Novel of Social Crisis p. 31). As Mary
becames more adult, she begins to assess and to comprehend the forces
directing their lives. Mary is forced to acknowledge the insufficiency
of her own salary to support herself and her father: "But the rent! It
was half-a-crown a week, nearly all Mary's earnings, and much less rocm
might do for them" (MB p. 158). Christina Walkley points out that "it
was virtually impossible for a waman to support herself, let alone any
dependants, solely by her needle" (p. 81). Mary begins to make adult
decisions as to how best to manage. As she gradually pawns their
household items, Mary learns that everything has a monetary value (MB p.
159). Through the eyes of Mary's acquaintance, Sally Leadbitter, the
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reader can see that Mary has begun to assess and take seriously how
difficult it is to survive in the industrial world and the factors that
work against her. Sally Leadbitter "keenly cbserved the signs of the
times; she found out that Mary had begun to affix a stern value to money
as the 'Purchaser of Life'" (MB p. 160). Mary awakens to the realities
of industrial life, such as her inadequate salary, that take away her
power to do amything beyond surviving. However, unlike her father who
becames bitter, Mary's share in their mutual suffering eventually makes
her mature and campassionate.

Gaskell was aware of the deprivations of poverty and the intense
psychological suffering they can cause and shows this through the
loneliness and hopelessness in Mary's life:

For when she returned for the night her father was often
out, and the house wanted the cheerful look it had had in
the days when money was never wanted to purchase soap and
brushes, black-lead and pipe-clay. It was dingy and
camfortless; for, of course there was not even the dumb
familiar hame-friend, a fire. . . .

If her father was at hame it was no better; indeed it
was worse. He seldom spoke, less than ever; and often when
he did speak they were sharp angry words, such as he had .
never given her formerly. Her temper was high, too, and her
answers not over-mild; and once in his passion he had even
beaten her. (MB P. 161)

The aliezation Mary feels leads her towards the tamptations
offered by young Harry Carson, the mill owner's son. It is not Harry
Carson himself that Mary is enamoured of; it is an escape to a better
life that appeals to her: "[Mary's] mind wandered over the present
distress, and then settled, as she stitched, on the visions of the
future, where her thoughts dwelt more on the circumstances of ease, and
the pamps and vanities awaiting her, than on the lover with whom she was
to share them" (MB p. 160). Mary falls into the same trap as her aunt
Esther had by believing that she can marry a gentleman and became a
lady. The story of Mary's involvement with Harry Carson, and the extent
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that it echoes the unfortunate life of Esther, create a vehicle for same
of the novel's most illuminating scenes and potent social criticism.
Hazel Mews says, "she [Gaskell] tries honestly to face the difficulties
confronting girls working amongst theA temptations of the new industrial
cities" (p. 83). However, Mary eventually sees that Carson intends only
to exploit her and Gaskell uses her insight to criticize the exploitive
mechanisms at work in society and to illustrate the power of individual
choice to subvert injustice.

In her relationship with Harry Carson, the events of the story are
always shadowed by the history of Mary's aunt Esther. Both wamen's vain
wishes for a better life of both women and the experiences that those
wishes engender provide a significant social cammentary. As Jemy Uglow
suggests, "The key figure in Mary's immer conflict is Esther, the
prostitute" (p. 207), who stands for the guilty, sexual side of Mary.
However, Esther also represents the threat of sexual exploitation
inherent in the lives of young women workers. Christina Walkley points
out the high probability that many young working women, expecially
seamstresses, would eventually became prostitutes (p. 81). Esther
illustrates Gaskell's awareness of the prevalence of prostitution among
working-class wamen and its causes. Esther tells Jem Wilson how she
became a prostitute:

"We [Esther and her daughter] should have done well, but
alas! alas! my little girl fell ill, and I could not mind my
shop and her too; and things grew worse and worse. I sold
my goods any how to get money to buy her food and medicine;
I wrote over and over again to her father for help, but he
must have changed his quarters, for I never got an answer.
So I went out into the street, one January night."
(MB P. 210)
Esther's account of her descent into prostitution is similar to an
account by a real prostitute recorded by Henry Mayhew and cited by
Christina Walkley: "I had a child, and it used to cxy for food. So, as
I could not get a living for him myself by my reedle, I went into the
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streets and made out a living that way" (p. 82) .2 Esther herself wamms
Jem Wilson of the danger Mary faces: "see after Mary and take care she
does not becare like me {a prostitute]” (MB p. 209). The stories of
Esther and Mary illustrate that certain behaviours, such as the
seduction and abandomment of young women, exploitive of the working
class, were at work in and justified by society. That Esther becames a
prostitute illustrates the danger Mary faces and underscores how
extraordinary and subversive is Mary's eventual rejection of her would-
be seducer.

The seduction of working-class wamen was justified by erronecus
beliefs about their behaviour. Esther wishes to be lady-like and to
highlight her good looks with beautiful clothes. John warns her,
"Esther, I see what you'll end at with your artificials, and your fly-
away veils, and stopping out when honest women are in their beds; you'll
be a street-walker, Esther" (MB p. 43). Mariana Valverde has put
forward evidence that the Victorians believed that the love of fine
clothing was one cause of prostitution (p. 176}, and thus Jolm's
prophesy for Esther betrays this belief. Valverde also points out that
the Victorians made a clear distinction between "honest dress" and
"finery," the distinction being based on class. It was acceptable for
an upper or middle-class woman to wear fine clothes, but when a working
class woman did so, she was seen to be appropriating the attributes of
those above her socially. As a result, she was labelled as unstable and
immoral and therefore was open to sexual exploitation. Valverde
suggests that such prejudiced views were the basis of the moral
regulation and exploitation of women in the capitalist society of the
nineteenth century (p. 169).

Joln is also oppossed to Esther's independent nature: "That's the
worst of factory work, for girls. They can earn so much when work is
plenty, that they can maintain themselves anyhiow. My Mary shall never
work in a factory, that I'm determined on" (MB p. 43). “That's" in the
above quotation refers to the independence that regular individual wages

2Quoted fromE.P. Thompson and Eileen Yeo. Eds. The Unknown Mavhew:
lecti from ing Chronicl 49-1 . London: Merlin Press,

1971.
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gave factory girls (Rubenius p. 238). Naturally, Esther is angered by
John's judgements about what she considers her own business and her
growing independence. Esther leaves the hame she has with her sister
and brother-in-law and tries to create an independent life for herself.
The exchange of words between Jolm and Esther has important meaning in
the novel. Gaskell seemed to be aware of the impact industrialization
and urbanization were having by creating greater choices of awployment
and where to work and to live. New expectations were developing, and
they often clashed with the traditional. Judith Walkowitz has discussed
the implications of such a shift in attitude as it affected young wamen.
She writes:
Young women's entrance into the urban job market represented
a continuation of long-held values which prescribed that
wamen work to support themselves and contribute to the
family incame. However, family conflict as well as family
obligation may have motivated a young waman to leave her
hame to move to the city or take another residence in town.
. . . Young women restless with the subordination and
fatalistic acquiescence expected of their class may have
been most likely to make this break. Thus the repeated
negative description of young ‘fallen' women as 'wild and
impulsive’ by their parents as well as rescue workers can be
tumed on its head—-indicative, perhaps, that these young
wamen were more inclined to self-assertion than most of
their working-class contemporaries. (P. 74)
Work away fram the hame with wages paid frequently enough to have steady
access to cash gave young wamen the chance to became independent of
family obligations. They now had money available to them that allowed
them to act in defiance of old strictures.

As Walkowitz points out, the tendency to persconal assertion and
independence was often interpreted as threatening and unseemly. The
rebellion inplied by a waman demanding her independence often defined
her in a negative way, as "wild and impulsive." This is how Jolm Barton
sees Esther. However, despite her eventual failure to make a successful
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independent life, Esther's motivation is understandable. Mary is
similarly motived, but in her the rebellion is supported by a stxrong
moral sense and fidelity to conscience that makes it a positive aspect
of Mary's character. Mary's rebelliousness is also tempered by a strong
sense of family and responsibility for others. One of the major
differences between Mary and Esther is that Mary does not leave her
father. Mary stays with him and shares in the difficulties that affect
them both, and she gains campassion and the ability to consider others.
But Mary never loses her .rebellious impulse; indeed in the end, her
ability to assert herself saves her. The rebellion that Mary expresses
demostrates the power of personal assertion énd reflects the Unitarian
belief in the need for individuals to reject unjust behaviour.

Gaskell shows that dresms like Mary's and Esther's of becaming
ladies were doamed to failure by an exploitive system, not by the girls'
inherent lack of worth. I have mentioned the negative associations
attached to the business of dressmaking. Fryckstedt agrees that it is
significant that Gaskell placed both Mary Barton, and Ruth Hilton of the
novel Ruth, in dressmaking positions (Fryckstedt p. 145). While Gaskell
deals with the issue of dressmaking more explicitly in Ruth, Marv Barton
clearly set out the pitfalls of working life from a feminine
perspective. Esther sympathizes with the subtle influences that could
lead a voung girl to flirt with a man of higher social standing in the
hope that he will take her away from her working-class life. She says:
*T found our Mary went to learn dress-making, and I began to be
frightened for her; for it's a bad life for a girl to be ocut late at
night in the streets, and, after many an hour of weary work, they're
ready to follow after any novelty that makes a little change" (MB p.
211). Mary meets Harxry Carson on her walks hame from work and she
gradually cames to believe that another life is possible for her.

Before she takes the position, Mary has already believed that
being a dressmaker is almost like being a lady and that it will give her
the opportunity to meet fine gentlemen and eventually marry above her
social station (MB pp. 62, 160). Lansbury points cut that ideas like
Mary's were cammon and were used to hide the negative aspects of the
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needlework trade. Dressmaking was advertised as a refined trade
offering rewards beyond the salary, which was small (Novel of Social
Crisis p. 57). Thus, Mary is determined to capitalize on the
opportunities she believes exist in dressmaking and to use the one asset
she has, her beauty, to change her life. Uglow explains that beauty was
a marketable cammodity: "Mary's beauty is her only hope. . . . Like the
manual skill of the workers, her body is her sole asset, and is priced
as such by her enployer and by Harry [Carson]" (Uglow pp. 206-07).
Through Mary and Esther, Mary Barton suggests that the culpability for
such anbitions and their conseruences does not lie with the girls.
Fryckstedt points out that Gaskell was not alone in her concern with
prostitution and the working conditions that led girls to it. She
quotes a letter to the Times, written after Mary Barton was published,
voicing the concerns evident in this novel:

Are they to be most blamed or pitied who, with this

alluring picture before their eyes, and wearied with their

existing state of slavery, give themselves up to be the

slaves of sin, without even one thought of the fearful

vortex into which they are plunging? (P. 144)3
Through the vain hopes of Mary and Esther, and Esther's end as a
prostitute, Gaskell shows the reader the exploitation of the working
class, particularly wamen. As both Esther and Mary attenpt to improve
their material situations by capitalizing on their looks, Gaskell shows
beauty as a precious camodity in the marketplace. She also shows that
the sale of beauty was a way of maintaining for the upper classes a
marriage system dependent on the availability of lower class girls to be
the partners in gentlemanly pre- and extra-marital affairs (Fryckstedt
p. 132). Mary's fictional function is to expose the tacit acceptance of
seduction and prostitution by the upper classes in Victorian society.

The independence of choice that Esther tries to claim as her own

threatens her brother-in-law, so much that he avows that Esther will
becane a_pnostitute as the appropriate end to her actions. John Barton's

3Quoted from 'To the Editor of the Times,' Times, March 31, 1853, p. 8
col. 3.
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fear that Esther will became a prostitute and her fulfillment of this
fear reflect same of the underlying social issues that Gaskell was
trying to confront. Gaskell shows us that the independence sought by
Esther was extremely difficult for young wamen to achieve. The
industrial world was filled with impediments and dangers. One of the
most aminous dangers was seduction by one's social superiors. John's
disgust with Esther corresponds with the prevailing attitude that vanity
led to seduction. Fryckstedt says, "To the nineteenth-century, vanity
and love of dress among working-class girls were dangerous propensities”
(p. 128). The seduction of working class girls was one of the worst
forms of exploitation. Esther is guilty of poor judgement and she
camits a social sin by exposing herself to exploitation. However,
Gaskell has pity for Esther and places greater blame on the upper
classes that impose negative comnotations on her actions and use these
comnotations as an excuse to exploit her. I believe also that Gaskell
blames John Barton for punishing Esther's attempts to achieve
independence fram him by defining her as an outcast fram the working
class.

Walkowitz suggests that concern about pre-marital sexual activity
in the working class was defined largely in econamic terms. As long as
it led to a responsible relationship that did not destabilize the
camumity, it was one's own business (p. 74). While Gaskell would not
have condoned extra-marital sex in any circumstance, Esther's situation
is primarily a failure to recognize and reject the forces that would
exploit her. Gaskell is using Esther to show how exploitation occurred
and kept the poor weak and poor. Gaskell was aware of the high
frequency with which working-class girls became prostitutes and, as
Fryckstedt notes, to those who studied the situation it was obvious that
this was not due to their inherent wickedness. Fryckstedt writes, "In
one respect contemporary observers were unanimous: prostitution could
not be ascribed to the lust and sexual desire of the prostitutes. Its
causes were to be sought in the low wages of wamen, overcrowded
dwellings, vanity, seduction and the marriage system" (p. 128).

Joln has camented that money earned by women is sufficient to
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support themselves but only when work is "plenty" (MB p. 43). The
mention of the availability of work touches on an issue that affected
the whole working class. However, it may have been an even more
important issue for waomen, particularly those who wished to be
independent. Martha Vicinus points out that wamen's employment
opportunities were more limited than men's (Widening Sphere p. ix).
While in same localities there may have been slightly more variety,
wanen were generally more limited in work ogpportunities than men. Most
of wamen's work was periodic by nature, and women earned only about one-
half the amount per-day that men earned (Walkowitz p. 76). Despite
these inequalities, women had no part in the trade union movement
(Lansbury, Novel of Social Crisis p. 52) and so were disadvantaged even
within their own class because of their gender. It was extremely
important to the working class not to allow their wamen to be seduced
and left with illegitimate children to support thereby further depleting
their meagre resoucres. As Martha Vicinus says, despite the dynamism of
industrialization and urbanization, family responsibility and
respectability still came before individual freedom or econamic
opportunity, and Victorian society's judgement of wamen's behaviour,
both private and public, was severe (Vicinus, Widening Sphere p. x).

Esther and Mary both know that marriage is necessary for
respectability. Esther makes the mistake of believing in a pramise
rather than waiting for the fact. She says, "He was so handsame, so
kind! Well, the regiment was ordered to Chester (did I tell you he was
an officer?), and he could not bear to part fram me, nor I fram him, so
he took me with him. . . . [Flor mark you! he pramised me marriage.
They all do" (MB p. 209). She has been seduced by his appearence and
gentle mamners, different fram the criticisms she received at hame, and
by the pramise of marriage. Mary, too, understands the importance of
marriage and believes herself "as good as engaged to be married" (MB p.
120) to Carson long before such a discussion with him takes place.

The stories of Esther and Mary work together to show plainly the
exploitation of the working class. One of the most important functions
of Mary in the novel is to put the responsibility of exploitation on
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those who perpetuate it. Mary's association with Carson and the echoes
of Esther's experiences show the reader the schemes and attitudes that
disempowered the working class. Mary's awareness of how close she has
came to ruin teachkes her to respect the depth of the injustices forced
on her class. Mary defies the camon perception of working-class wamen
by upbraiding Carson as the unscrupulous person he is.

Mary's illusions that Harry Carson loves her enough to marry her
are still intact until she confronts him. She is appalled when Harry
Carson admits that marriage was not in his plans. Harxy Carson's
conversation with Mary incites profound psychological growth and
camprehension of individual motives and consequences on Mary's part.
Mary loses her immocence, as she must for moral growth. The scene in
which she rejects Harry Carson is central to the novel because it shows
plainly both the double standard in the attitude of rich young men
towards poor working girls and Mary's moral and psychological awakening.
Carson clearly intends to ruin a young girl in a way that parallells the
story of Esther. Mary's experience with Carson shows the exploitation
by one class of another, and Mary gives voice to its injustice. This
confrontation between Mary and Harry Carson shows more plainly than any
other point in the novel the exploitive and destructive nature of a
social system that deemed it appropriate to use working-class girls for
their casual sexual pleasure. _

Carson admits to Mary, "that of course I have never thought of it
[marriage] till now. I thought we could be happy enough without
marriage* (MB p. 183). The author tells us that these words have a
profound effect on Mary: "Deep sank those words into Mary's heart" (MB
p. 183). Carson further betrays his light attitude when he eventually
makes an offer of marriage only "to satisfy your [Mary's] little
ambitious heart" (MB p. 183). Carson's words show Mary the shallowness
of his love. As well, the whole conversation has the tone of a
bargaining session. Carson has merely found that his purchase is not so
easy to acquire and in concession makes a higher bid. It is difficult
to trust him, and Esther's caution: "he promised me marriage. They all
do" haunts the scene (MB p. 209). Mary realizes:
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now she knew. . .the attachment she might have created; . .
. . was of that low despicable kind, which can plan to
seduce the object of its affection; that the feeling she had
caused was shallow enough, for it only pretended to embrace
self, at the expense of the misery, the ruin, of one falsely
termed beloved. She need not be penitent to such a plotter!
That was the relief. (MB P. 183)
Thus, Mary begins to understand that Carson has been attempting to take
advantage of her material deprivation in order to seduce her. Gaskell
makes clear, through Mary's thoughts, her belief that such seduction was
expioitive of both class and gender. There is a strong implication that
the fault for the ruin of working-class girls through seduction lies
largely with the seducer. Iansbury writes that it was camonly believed
by the upper classes in the nineteenth century that the working class
was by nature sinful and licentious and thus poor as God's retribution
(Novel of Social Crisis p. 28). This view was used to justify the use
of young working-class wamen in illicit relationships because it was
believed that they were willing participants untroubled by conscience.
However, Mary points out that it is Carson who is truly licentious. He
has pursued her as a sexual cbject even though he has no real love for
her. The reader is able to discem that Mary has confused a desire to
get away fram poverty with love, but also she has believed herself to be
in love and to be loved. Mary is not coldly ambitious, and she is not
willing to make a mere bargain of herself. She does not allow herself
to be sold, as Esther did, and does not give the upper class the power
to further weaken her position.
Mary's ability to make a commitment to Jem when she finds herself
truly in love and loved, even though he is poor like herself, shows a
strong moral sense and intellectual maturity. Her choice of Jem Wilson
over Carson carries the implication that she has became morally more
mature because Carson proves to be an inferior and immoral man. Mary
tells Carson: "I don't think I should have loved you now you have told
me you meant to ruin me; that's the plain English of not meaning to
marry me till just this minute" (MB p. 183-84). Mary has the confidence
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and the moral authority to say to Carson, "Now I scorn you, sir, for
plotting to ruin a poor girl. Good night" (MB p.184). ‘This last
statement of Mary's puts her and Henry Carson on equal temms, and it is
a strong indictment of young men who exploit the vulnerability of poor
working wamen. These are powerful statements for Mary to make. They
break down attitudes that upheld the use of young working-class women
for casual s=xuial relations and prostitution as an acceptable practice.
These statements also point out who is morally responsible for the
continued exploitation of such young women. To uncover the forces that
uphold injustice by use of one's reason and conscience and adherence to
morals was a major focus of Unitarianism. To speak out as Mary does
also reflects the spirit of modern liberation theology. Like Job, Mary
calls attention to the circumstances of her life and the lives of the
poor and refuses to allow blame to be placed on girls like her and
Esther. She points out the inaccuracies and injustices of the
orthodoxies that oppress and accuse her.

Mary's courage in concealing her father's identity as the murderer
is another manifestation of the Unitarian commitment to rebel when
necessary to avert injustice. Uglow writes, "In ethics this challenge
to convention put equality before hierarchy, moral justice before legal
Jjudgement" (p. 7). To conceal her knowledge of murder and restrain the
law fram taking its course is a highly rebellious act of usurpation of
power. Mary has often listened to her father speak his belief that the
workers are unjustly exploited and abused by their employers and she
understands his hatred for the employers has became deep enough for him
to murder one of them. Her love and campassion for her father motivate
her to conceal that he is the murderer of Henry Carson, and Mary goes so
far as to destroy the evidence that would incriminate him (MB p. 302).
In this case, Mary can envision no purpose to the workings of temporal
justice. She has seen her father regressing and becaming overwhelmed
with his situation in life, and she knows that to put him before the law
would punish him, but it would not reform him. Mary realizes that in
this case the law is inadequate to weigh the reasons that made her
father act as he did. Mary's decision is not an easy one, ard Gaskell
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makes sure the reader knows that it is a serious moral dilemma for her.
As Mary contemplates rescuing Jam, shié knows she must do it without
incriminating her father. Gaskell writes, "But the lion accampanied Una
through the wilderness and the danger; and so will a high, resolved
purpose of right-doing ever guard and accampany the helpless" (MB p.
302).

Gaskell chose to have Mary reject the demands of the state’s laws
for several reasons. Gaskell did this in order to allow John Barton and
Mr. Carson, the murdered man's father, to face each other without the
intervention of a law inadequate to respect the forces that drove Joln
to murder. Keeping John from prosecution also protected the labour
union that had ordered him to cammit the murder as a show of its anger
with the owners and so indicates Gaskell's respect for and
acknowledgement of the workers® right to solidify their resistance to
exploitation. It is also important that Gaskell made Mary the person
who decides to hide Joln from the law because she deliberately protects
the man who murdered her would-be seducer.

Mary's decision to shield her father from the law is a difficult
moral decision on her part which illustrates Gaskell's ideal of moral
and humane justice. Justice in the novel is abused by Mr. Carson as a
means for revenge. Carson's desire that the murderer of his son be
brought before the law is presented almost as a mania, and it has no
real purpose other than retribution. Carson says, "you [his son] shall
be avenged" and the novel asks, "True, his vengeance was sanctioned by
law, but was it the less revenge?" (MB p- 266). Since John Bartom is
clearly dying, there is no evidence that social order is in any further
danger fram him, and the reader knows that Carson is not aware of the
union's involvement. Mary's concealment of Jolm fram the law and the
fact that she impedes the law by destroying evidence force John Barton
and Mr. Carson to meet each other. Mr. Carson is forced to hear Jom's
words and to see the evidence of his poverty and helplessness (MB p.
439). Carson is stopped fram using the law as a way to avenge his son's
death, and so he is forced to go to Jolm Barton personally to get any
~satisfaction. If Joln had been arrested and taken over by an impersonal
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law, the meeting between him and Carson probably would not have
happened. Mary is the character who forces rich and poor to acknowledge
~ne another's umanity. Mary is the one who speaks of mercy when John
and Mr. Carson eventually confront each other:
*Ch, sir!" said Mary, springing forward, and catching hold
of Mr. Carson's amm, "my father is dying. Look at him, sir.
If you want Death for Death, you have it. Don't take him
away fram me these last hours. He must go along through
Death, but let me be with him as long as I can. Oh, sir! if
you have any mercy in you, leave him here to die.” (MB P.
434)

Carson is eventually able to feel sympathy for Jon Barton's
situation: "samething of pity would steal in for the poor, wasted
skeleton of a man, the smitten creature, who had told him of his sin,
and implored his pardon that night" (MB p. 439). After seeing John in
his home and speaking with him, Carson is able to understand "the
circumstances and feelings which had prampted John Barton's crime® (MB
p. 452). Through her intervention between her father and the law, Mary
has ensured that Joln's actions, though wrong, were not entirely in
vain. Carson has significantly changed his perception of justice
because he has been forced to face the misery of his son's murderer. The
change in Carson is apparent by two short prayers he makes, one when he
initially meets John Barton, "Let my tresspasses be unforgiven, so that
I may have vengeance for my son's murder” (MB p. 436) and other after he
has reflected on Barton's situation, "God be merciful to us simners.
Forgive us our tresspasses as we forgive them that tresspass against us”
(MB p. 441). Mary deserves credit as a thoughtful agent of
reconciliation who shows herself to be a woman capable of an independent
ethical and moral sense not often shown in nineteenth-century
literature. Lansbury writes, "Mary the child becomes Mary Barton the
waran, who acquires an understanding of herself and society from
misfortune and death" (Novel of Social Crisis p. 23).

Mary's temptation to protect her father is motivated partly by her
love for him (MB p. 312), but it is also rooted in her share in their
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suffering. Unlike Esther, Mary never leaves her family to put her own
pleasure foremost. She remains loyal to her family and to her class,
and the fact that she shields her father, and by extension the labour
union for whom he mumrdered, has highly rebellious implications. While
Mary never has any direct dealing with the union, she is aware of its
existence and of her father's association with it (MB p. 159). Mary, of
course, knows of her father's trip on behalf of the union to present
their charter of workers® grievances to the government and of the
failure of his effort. It is significant that Mary later shields her
father from another amm of goverrment that would most probably make a
victim of him a second time. Mary also knows that the trade union
cantimues to influence her father:
for there were not seldam seen sights which haumted her
dreams. Strange faces of pale men, with dark glaring eyes,
peered into the imner darkness, and seemed desirous to
ascertain if her father were at hare. Or a hard and arm
{the body hidden) was put within the door, and beckoned him
away. He always went. And once or twice, when Mary was in
bed, she heard men's voices below, in earnest, whispered
talk.
They were all desperate members of Trades' Unions,
ready for any thing; made ready by want. (MB P. 162)
Although Mary finds the influence of the trade union a threatening
force, she never betrays her father's involvement with it. Her
protection of her father also protects the union. The actions of the
union have been unjust and ill-conceived, but it's solidarity is never
canprised making clear that despite its wraong actions, the union was
justified in rebelling and attempting to claim rights for itself.
Gaskell ‘s Unitarianism was willing to rebel and change society in the
interests of moral justice and so is similar to and reflects the aims of
modern liberation theology as well by showing and rebelling against the
degradating effects of exploitation.
Finally, Mary's decision to protect her father from the law can be
seen as a protection of the man who would have seduced her. Uglow
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suggests that fram the time that John Barton learns of Mary's
association with Harry Carsan, one can never be sure of the extent to

~ which it influenced his campliance with the union's murder plot. Uglow
suggests, "we feel that there could be an altermative plot, in which the
murder was motivated not by political bitterness but by Jom's jealous
anger at Carson's pursuit of Mary, which he had 'bloodily resented'"
{pp. 208-09). It can be argued that because Mary ensures that the
mrderer of her would-be seducer remins free, Gaskell is criticizing
the tacit denial, cammon in the nineteenth century, of a man's
culpability in producing fallen women.

Mary is the person in wham the reader can place hope that change
based on individual thought and rejection of injustice can occur. She
shows by her private decisions that change must came from within and be
hased on individual choices, a tenet of Unitarianism. This challenges
the Victorian reliance on prescribed responses according to class and
gender. Helena Bergmamn argues, "Mary Barton functions as the central
character in this story of love and political tension: her personal
development and emotional entanglements are all linked up with the
social theme" (p. 29). Gaskell was trying to dismantle attitudes
opposed to the Unitarian belief that all persons are equal in potential.
Her religious beliefs are essentially democratic and could dramatically
transform established social rules.

As it is filtered throughout this novel, Gaskell's Unitarianism
fomns a consistent theology of liberation. Through the attitudes and
experiences of her female characters, Gaskell demonstrates and justifies
the rebellious and erpowering nature of Christianity. She writes: "My
poor Mary Barton is stirring up all sorts of angry feelings against me
in Manchester; but those best acquainted with the way of thinking &
feeling among the poor acknowledge its truth; which is the
acknowledgment I most of all desire, because evils being once recognized
are half way on towards their remedy" (Letters #39a).
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NORTH AND SQUTH

North and South is a camparatively unusual story of a young
waman's journey to adult self-knowledge and social responsibility. The
knowledge Margaret Hale attains, how she gets it, and the use she puts
it to form a rebelliocus statement about the perceived role of women in
Victorian society. Margaret comes of age by rejecting the expectations
of middle-class feminine behaviour. The novel is also a love story, but
the romance between Margaret Hale and Jolm Thomton is contimually
tested by their respective systems of ethics. What is unusual about the
characterization of Margaret is that she is placed at the centre of a
bitter dispute that represents the state of labour relations. Like Mary
Barton, North and South shows the development of its central female
character towards maturity within the context of social upheaval and her
growing awareness of its causes. Heroines in Victorian nowvels did not
typically have the strong, independent voice about camplicated social
issues that Margaret has. The reader gets greater psychological insight
into Margaret, as she undergoes a radical social awakening, than into
any other character in the novel. Her voice gives unity to the various
points of view in the novel and forms a pattern for social amelioration.

There are two main stories of rebellion in the novel. These are
the tale of the Milton workers' strike and the tale of the mutiny at sea
of Frederick Hale, Margaret's brother. In both cases, Margaret involves
herself in the rebellions and eventually rebels on her own on behalf of
the workers and of Frederick. In Milton-Northern, the city that
Margaret and her parents move to early in the novel, Margaret becomes
aware of the frustration that the industrial workers feel due to the
lack of power they have over fimdamental issues such as wages.
Initially, Margaret does not understand what a strike is, and when she
does, she is shocked by the drastic quality of this action. However,
Margaret's friend Nicholas Higgins explains his motivation to strike:
"My lass," said he, *“yo're but a young wench, but don't yo' think I can
keep three people, that's Bessy, and Mary, and me, on sixteen shilling a
week? Dun yo' think it's for mysel' I'm striking work at this time?"
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(N&S p. 183). Nicholas also tells her:
"Why yo' see, there's five or six masters who have set
themselves again paying the wages they've been paying these
two years past, and flourishing upon, and getting richer
upon. And now they came to us, and say we're to take less.
And we won't. We'll just clem to death first; and see
who'll work for ‘'em then." (N&S P. 182)
Margaret understands that the workers are at the mercy of the absolute
authority of the owners, and she sympathizes with them. Similarly, when
Margaret hears the story of her brother's part in a mutiny, she approves
it, sayving, "Loyalty and obedience to wisdom and justice are fine; but
it is still finer to defy arbitrary power, unjustly and cruelly used,
not on behalf of ocurselves, but on behalf of others more helpless" (N&S
p- 154). Her justification for rebellion reflects the Unitarian belief
that defiance against law and custom are justified when they are aimed
at helping the weak and defenceless. The novel's emphasis on justified
rebellion on the behalf of those without power reflects Gaskell's
attraction to Christian Socialism and its camitment to empowering the
disadvantaged through material support and by voicing their grievances.
Margaret's participation in the rebellions by the workers and by
Frederick is also a way of covertly rebelling against the strictures on
wamen's behaviour in Victorian society (Schor p. 126).

Tnitially, Margaret has no enthusiasm for acquainting herself with
the people of her new urban enviromment in Milton. She is not familiar
with them, and she does not urderstand their activities or motivations.
For instance, when she must look for a maid, she gets her first insight
into their desire to remain personally independent of those who employ
them. Such an attitude echoes the belief expressed by John and Mary
Barton that many damestic positions require too great a personal
sacrifice to make them attractive. Margaret discovers "the difficulty
of meeting with anyone in a manufacturing town who did not prefer the
better wages and greater independence of working in a mill" (N&S p.
109).

The women workers first approach Margaret in such a way that makes
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their overall boldness less threatening. She finds that their open
friendliness carbined with a feminine interest in clothing begins to
make her comfortable in her new hame:
The girls with their rough, but not unfriendly freedam,
would comrent on her dress, even touch her shawl or gown to
ascertain the exact material; nay, once or twice she was
asked questions relative to same article which they
particularly admired. There was such a simple reliance on
her waranly sympathy with their love of dress, and on her
kindliness, that she gladly replied to these inquiries, as
soon as she understood them; and half smiled back at their
remarks. She did not mind meeting any muber of girls, loud
spoken and boisterous though they might be. (N&S P. 110)
The women workers display individuality and discrimination as they
admire and inquire about specific items of Margaret's clothing. These
women also express their opinions without any misgivings about their
right to do so. In North and South feminine interest in cisthing is not
considered inappropriate or immoral. What makes working-wamen's
fascination with clothing in Mary Barton unsavory is that it justifies
sexaual exploitation. North and South exhibits no such link between an
interest in fashion and a woman's morals. Like the working women she
meets, Margaret has a strong, independent spirit and she cammot help but
respond positively to them.

One of the most radical things that Margaret does is treat her
social inferiors as equals. In Margaret's egalitarian relationship with
the Higgins family Gaskell enbeds much of the novel's Unitarian-inspired
message that all persons are equal. Margaret respects Bessy Higgins
enough to confide her anxiety about her mother's health and so forms a
true intimacy unusual between people of different classes (N&S p. 186).
Through Margaret's friendship, the harsh and unhealthy conditions of
industrial work are revealed. Bessy provides the camplement to her
father's diatribes on the masters' unjust practices and his theories of
organized agitation by telling about the conditions the workers are
expected to endure in the factories. Margaret is curious to know what
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forces in her life have produced Bessy's morbid preoccupation with death
and she asks her, "Why, Bessy, what kind of a life has yours been?" (N&S
. p. 131). The respense she gets opens a whole new world for Margeret and
it helps her to understand better why Nicholas Higgins is so bitter
about the masters' uwillingness to deal humanely and fairly with the
workers in order to change work canditions. Bessy tells Margaret:

"I think T was well when mother died, but I have never
been rightly strong sin' somewhere about that time. I began
to work in a carding-roocm soon after, and the fluff got
into my lungs and poisoned me."

"Fluff?" said Margaret, inquiringly.

"Fluff, " repeated Bessy. "Little bits, as fly off fro'
the cotton, when they're carding it, and f£ill the air till
it looks all fine white dust. They say it winds round the
lungs, and tightens them up. Anyhow, there's many a one as

works in a carding- ., that falls into a waste, coughing
and spitting blood, because they’'re just poiscned by the
fluff.”

"But can't it be helped?" asked Margaret.

*T dumo. Same folk have a great wheel at one end o'
their carding-roams to make a draught, ard carxry off th'
dust; but that wheel costs a deal of money, five or six
hmdred pound, maybe, and brings in no profit: so it's but a
few of th' masters as will put 'em up; and I've heerd tell
o' men who didn't like working in places where there was a
vwheel, becausetheysaidashavitmadean' hungry, at after
they'd been long used to swallowing fluff, to go without it,
and that their wage ought to be raised if they were to work
in such places. So between masters and men th' wheels fall
through. I know I wish there'd been a wheel in our place,
though.” (N&S P. 146)

Helena Bergmamn suggests that Gaskell was interested in the implications
of the growing social awareness of women in the mid-nineteenth century
(p. 72). The use of two wamen to bring out an example of the
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dysfunction in labour relations in this period reflects Gaskell's belief
in the possibility of greater public involvement for wamen. The
discussion between Margaret and Bessy illuminates the real conditions
that the working pecple must endure and forces Margaret and the reader
to acknowledge that avoidable injustices are being practised.

Margaret's willingness to discuss with Bessy the truth about industrial
conditions shows her ability to act on her egalitarian values and truly
came to know the workers and what their lives are like.

In the novel Margaret is particularly aligned with the workers.
They allow her to understand how their expectations for their lives are
continually defeated in the industrial society. Gradually her sympathy
with the workers becames more profound, and Margaret articulates a moral
argument in the novel for a re-evaluation of how the workers are viewed
and treated. Margaret's sympathy with the workers seems to came, in
part, because as a wamen she finds more freedom and a greater chance to
examine social issues among this group than she does in her own class
(Bergmann p. 111). She also finds that Lar natural assertiveness is
accepted and respected by the workers to a greater extent than it is in
her own class. Nicholas Higgins acknowledges that Margaret's influence
over him is unusual between a man and waman, but he accepts it. He
tells Margaret, "yo'renot a cairmon wench. . . . I do it [ask Thomton
for a job] for yo'r sake, Miss Hale, and it's first time in my life as
e'er I give way to a waman" (N&S p. 383).

Margaret's strength of character is often misinterpreted or
belittled by other characters froam her own class. When the mill-owner
John Thornton is introduced to Margaret he is immediately and
uncamfortably aware that she is capable of challenging him. He is aware
that "she seemed to assume same kind of rule over him at once," and her
looks and movements bespeak "a soft feminine defiance" (N&S pp. 99,

100) . However, Thornton finds femininity and a self-possessed attitude
a jarring disjunction. Patsy Stoneman suggests that the carbination of
femininity and the ability to rule is a deliberate attempt by Gaskell to
subvert gender definitions that gave women little or no power (p. 39).
Thomton's reaction to Margaret is a confusion of physical attraction
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and distaste for her apparent self-reliance and disregard for him:
She sat facing him and facing the light; her full beauty met
his eye; her round white flexile throat rising out of the
full, yet lithe figure; her lips, moving so slightly as she
spoke, not breaking the cold serene look of her face with
any variation from the one lovely haughty curve; her eyes,
with their soft gloam, meeting his with quiet maiden
freedom. He almost said to himself that he did not like
her, before their conversation ended; he tried so to
campensate himself for the mortified feeling, that while he
looked upon her with an admiration he could not repress, she
looked at him with proud indifference. (N&S P. 100)

The pride that Thomton finds threatening is associated with

intelligence and shows that the independent use of intellect by wamen

was not highly rewarded in Victorian society (Williams p. 41).

The novel shows how difficult it was for a Victorian waman to act
in defiance of convention. Hilary Schor explains that the "limits of
defined gender roles" kept women from attaining significant public
inmvolvement (p. 127). When the striking Milton workers, who are
protesting Thornton's employment of strike-breakers, approach his hame
and mill, Margaret throws herself bodily in front of Thormton in the
hope that her presence will avert violence (N&S pp. 233-34). Margaret's
priority of helping the striking workers has always been clear to her.
However, she soon learns that it is difficult for others in the novel,
like Thornton and his mother, to cradit her with any motive other than
love for Thornton for putting herself between Thormton and the strikers.
The novel acknowledges the high probability that as a result of
society's determination to keep women fram achieving meaningful public
idenities, Margaret's intervention between Thornton and the workers will
be interpreted as a demonstration of love on her part; she says, "But
what possessed me to defend that man as if he were a helpless child!
2Zh!. . .it is no wonder those peocple thought I was in love with him"
(N&S p. 247).

Thornton proposes marriage to Margaret because he believes her
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impulse to defend him fram the strikers betrays her love for him. She,
however, is offended that Thornton would draw such a conclusion. She
lets Thormton know that she does not accept or appreciate the
connotations placed on her defence of him in front of the strikers. She
is disappointed by Thormton's interpretation of her action because it
undermines the importance of her motives and it robs her of independence
of thought and action. She rebuffs him: "I do feel offended; and, I
think, justly. You seem to fancy that my conduct of vesterday. . . .
was a personal act between you and me" (N&S p. 253). Her words meke
clear that she was motivated to came between Thormton and the workers
for reasons that were not personal, and her frustration that a woman's
ability to act in response to public issues is not recognized. Thormton
is eventually able to understand that Margaret's sense of justice caused
her to intervene between him and the striking workers. He is able to
admit, "I now believe that it was only your immate sense of oppression
(yves; I, though a master, may be oppressed) that made you act so nobly
as you did" (N&S p. 254). He still does not realize that Margaret's
sympathy is with the workers and that her fear was caused in part
because she believed they would harm their cause by becaming violent.
Margaret shows that she is able to act on her principles and that,
although she is a waman, she can make moral decisions and live with any
unpleasant consequences. She is able to act on her belief that it is
right and necessary to defy authority used to manipulate unjustly or to
punish. Margaret wants to ensure that her brother Frederick, who is
illegally in England to visit his mother, get out of England urmoticed.
In order to keep Frederick's presence in England secret, she decides
that she must lie to the police about her presence at the train station
with Frederick on the night of the accidental death of a man named
Lecnards (N&S p. 343). Like Mary Barton, she rebels by impeding the
process of law and feels justified doing so, because she believes
Frederick's actions in the mutiny were righteous but would not be so
recoglnized and he would be jailed for them. However, the consequences
of telling the lie prove difficult for Margaret to bear. She later
tells her father's friend Mr. Bell, "I could bear the shame, I thought I
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could at least. I did bear it. Mr Thornton has never respected me
since" (N&S p. 485). However, she never backs away fram her decision to
shield Frederick fram arrest because she espouses without qualification
that Frederick's "discbedience to authority was because that authority
was uworthily exercised" (N&S p. 325). -

Thomton is less able than Nicholas Higgins to value Margaret's
strength and independence. He is chagrined to find that she has
engineered the reconciliation between him and Higgins and that he has
responded much in the way Margaret has longbém advocating. Thormton
was "more annoyed to find Margaret there than by hearing her last words;
for then he understood that she was the woman who had urged Higgins to
care to him; and he dreaded the admission of any thought of her, as a
motive to what he was doing solely because it was right" (N&S p. 404).
It is difficult for Thomton to admit that Margaret, by arguing with him
and voicing her beliefs about the respect due to the workers, has
infiuenced him to change the way he respornds to a man like Higgins and
what he believes is the right treatment of workers.

Margaret's is the unifying voice of the novel, and it prevails
over Thomton's to provide a fundamental ethic to guide the amelioration
of class relations. It is the Unitarian-informed social ethic of
Gaskell's that Margaret arrives at. Margaret cames to know her new hame
of Milton largely through her knowledge of two families that interact
with her own: the Thormtons, wealthy mill owners, and the Higginses,
poor mill workers. The novel is structured so that Margaret moves back
and forth between these families and weighs the two perspectives on the
relationship between master and servant that she discovers.

As the novel progresses, Margaret cames to a consistent
egalitarian philoscophly that subverts the assumptions upholding the
current distribution of power. Thormton makes his prejudices against
the workers clear when he says to Margaret and her father:

*I believe that this suffering, which Miss Hale says is
impressed on the countenances of the people of Milton, is
but the natural punishment of dishonestly-enjoyed pleasure,
at same former period of their lives. I do not loock on
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self-indulgent, sensual people as worthy of my hatred; I

simply look upon them with contempt for their poormess of

character." (N&S P. 126)
Thomton's attitude reflects the popular notion that poverty was a just,
divine punishment for inherent sinfulness (Williams p. 18). Margaret
articulates Gaskell's Unitarian viewpoint that denied that sinfulness
was an inherent characteristic in anyone and that poverty was a
naturally occurring phenmenon.. In the novel, Margaret rebuts
Thornton's belief in the moral inferiority of the poor when she says to
Bessy Higgins, "It won't be division enough, in that awful day
[judgement day], that same of us have been beggars here, and same of us
have been rich; we shall not be judged by that poor accident, but by our
faithful following of Christ" (N&S p. 202). Through speeches like this
and through what Margaret discovers in the lives of Bessy and Nicholas
Higgins, Margaret dispels some of the myths that publicly defined the
workers in accordance with the existing distrilution of power. Margaret
is able to overcame the class insularity that keeps Thormton ignorant of
the abilities of the working-class (Lucas p. 145).

In her friendship with the Higginses, Margaret is able to develop
her conviction that the poor are not poor because they are inherently
sinful, but because the social system keeps them powerless. Margaret
suggests to Thornton that the employers keep the workers in a position
of mere subsistence for exploitive purposes: "% must take my word for
it, that I hawve heard some people, or, it may be, only same one of the
workpeople speak as though it were the interest of the employers to keep
them fram aoquiring money, that it would make them too independent if
they had a sum in the savings' bank" (N&S p. 165). ‘The notion of
workers being able to save money is subversive because it would give
them a resource that would make them less vulnerable to the dictates of
the employers. Because they have no resources, such as saved money, the
workers are taking a great risk and making a great sacrifice by
withholding their labour from the employers, but they have no other way
to assert themselves.

In the on-going dialogue in the novel between Margaret and
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Thornton, Margaret makes an important distinction between the idea of
prerogatives within a defined system and moral right or wrong. She
agrees with Thormton that by right of ownership, he does have absolute
camand of all the resources of his business, including the workers.
However, Margaret expresses disappointment over this attitude and bases
her objection on religious grounds:

"T said you had a iman right. I meant that there
seemed no reason but religious ones, why you should not do
what you like with your own". . . .

"I do not think that I have any occasion to consider
your special religious opinions in the affair. All I meant
to say is, that there is no human law to prevent the
employers from utterly wasting or throwing away all their
money, if they choose; but that there are passages in the
Bible which would rather imply, to me at least, that they
neglected their duty as stewards if they did so."” (N&S Ep.
164-65)

Margaret raises the idea of rights in conjunction with
responsibility. This is a dominant theme in the novel, and Margaret is
the character who shows the deepest cawrehension of the significance of
this issue for the maintenance of social stability. Margaret's ability
to see the relationship between actions and their outcames and to arrive
at a theory for improvement is a focal point of Unitarian belief in the
use of reason (Chamming, "Evidences of Revealed Religion" pp. 65-66).
Margaret suggests that there is a direct cause and effect between the
treatment of the workers by the owners and the workers' resort to strike
action. Margaret suggests to Thornton that he is guilty of misuse of
power and that the fault is both practical and moral. If the workers
behave belligerently, it is not necessarily because they have flawed
characters. The owners have the potential to ensure good relations with
their workers, not by domination, but rather through recognition of the
workers' independent humanity and needs. Margaret says: "I see two
classes dependent on each other in every possible way, yet each
evidently regarding the interests of the other as opposed to their own;
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I never lived in a place before where there were two sets of people
always rumning each other down" (N&S p. 165). The belief expressed by
Margaret that those with the power should act like careful stewards to
society is an exanmple of Gaskell's conviction that ministering to
society is the best way to live one's faith (Lansbury, Novel of Social
Crisis p. 103) ard reflects Gaskell's attraction to Christian Socialism
vwhich pramoted such stewardship.

The idea of mutual responsibility and its implication that the
owners are in same measure responsible for the ability of the workers to
misunderstands Margaret's argument (N&S p. 169). When Margaret raises
the idea of mutual dependency, Thornton says, "Because they labour ten
hours a-day for us, I do not see that we have any right to impose
leading-strings upon them for the rest of their time" (N&S p. 168).
Thornton is as yet incapable of camprehending that the working classes
carmot maintain stability in their lives without same security of work
and work safety. The fact that he does not govern their actions when
they leave the workplace does not give the workers significant
independence to control their lives. The view voiced by Thormton
reveals his ignorance of how the poor live and to what extent poverty
destines their activities and behaviours; Thomton allows himself to
believe that what he sees as unsavory in the lives of the poor is simply
a part of their character that he cammot and should not try to change.
Thomton also says to Margaret:

"I agree with Miss Hale so far as to consider our pecple in
the condition of children, while I deny that we, the
masters, have anything to do with the making or keeping them
so. I maintain that despotism is the best kind of
govarmment for them; so that in the hours in which I came in
contact with them I must necessarily be an autocrat. I will
use my best discretion, from no lmbug or philanthropic
feeling, of which we have had rather too much in the North,
to make wise laws and came to just decisions in the conduct
of my business, laws and decisions which work for ny own
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good in the first instance, for theirs in the second; but I
will neither be forced to give my reasons, nor flinch from
what I have once declared to be my resolution."” (N&S P.
167)
The prejudice propagated by the upper classes that the lives of the poor
contain proofs of an inferiority is oppressive and provides
Justification for ignoring their needs. Margaret's role is to undermine
the validity of such beliefs and illustrate the Unitarian belief that
the idea of inherent inferiority was a repressive tactic {Channing,
*Unitarian Christianity" p. 24). Margaret sees that social stability
relies on the responsible and equitable distribution of power which is
the successful extension of moral dealing between men. She tells
Thornton:
"God has made us so that we must be mutually dependent. We
may ignore our own dependence, or refuse to acknowledge that
others depend upon us in more respects than the payment of
weekly wages; but the thing must be nevertheless. Neither
you nor any other master can help yourselves. The most
proudly independent man depends on those around him for
their insensible influence on his character, his life."”
(N&S P. 169)

Margaret denies that Thornton's autocratic governing of the
workers is healthy for individual workers or for society. She professes
a belief in the mutual develogment of all persons within a system; the
logical conclusion of this is that the system enforced on the workers,
not their immate characters, makes them childish and unable to practice
respansible self-government. To put the respansibility for the workers'®
development and lives on the system enforced by the masters is highly
subversive of the kind of control that was practised in Victorian
England. Joan Chittister explains exploitation in a way that fits what
Thornton has advocated: "Exploitative power assumes that truth and right
and prerogative are in the hands of same, but not all, and that by
nature. Exploitative power, in other words, rests upon the notion that
sane people have the right to control other pecple” (p. 13). Margaret
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understands that the system for governing the workers inhibits their
ability to develop themselves fully as pecple and that the masters use
their apparent inability as an excuse to retain absolute control.
Margaret's willingness to point out to Thormton the injustices inherent
in his views is rebellion designed to free those who cammot effectively
fightfortbetselv&.

Margaret understands that all the workers want is the chance to
participate in decisions that have significant effects on their lives,
and she advocates the recognition that the workers are capable of
maintaining a share with the owners in some decisions. This, of course,
would take sole control away from the enmployers and is a radical
approach to labour memagement. Margaret suggests to Thornton that the
present dictatorial system is sociologically unhealthy: "But he, thzt
is, my informant, spoke as if the masters would like their hands to be
merely tall, large children, living in the present moment, with a blind
unreasoning kind of ocbedience" (N&S p. 166). Margaret thus shows her
camplex understanding that society is made of individuals who have
various talents and aspirations and they must not be treated as
extensions of the machinery of industrialization or eventually they will
rebel or their abilities will deteriorate and make them burdens in
society. Such an attitude reflects the Unitariam belief in the
improvability and perfectibility of every individual given the proper
murturance and opportunity. The fact that the workers are willing to
strike and starve doing it shows their commitment to their beliefs, and
Margaret is impressed by it. She does not, as the owners do, see the
workers' willingness to strike as proof of their inability to reason ard
to govern themselves. Rather, Margaret perceives that the human dignity
of the workers depends on their being treated as reasonable beings and
that the strike is a sign of frustration, not of intellectual
incapacity. Margaret understands the strike for what it is: a breakdown
in social relations between inter-dependent classes.

Margaret gradually becomes the practical head of her family, an
umusual role for a Victorian waren with a living father (Williams p.
42). Victorian wamen were generally given little or no significant
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personal freedam and lived under the rule of same dominant male. In
Margaret's case this is not so. She has outgrown her father and her
krother and becane their protector and source of strength. In the case
of her father, Margaret has became his moral superior. This is not to
imply that Mr. Hale has became sinful or that his dissociation from the
Chaxch of England has left him without a quiding moral principle.
However, Mr. Hale has became unstable and ineffective. His moral ssnse
is mostly a source of confusion for him. When Margaret momentarily
cansiders confiding in her father the death of the man at the railway
station upon Frederick's departure and her lies conceming this
incident, she is painfully aware that:
Fomerly Margaret would have cane to him as priest as well
as father, to tell him of her temptation and her sin; but
latterly they had not spoken much on such subjects; and she
knew not how, in his change of opinions, he would reply if
the depth of her soul called unto his. No; she would keep
her secret, and bear the burden alone. (N&S p. 359)

It is significant that Gaskell depicts Margaret with independent
moral and religious governance. Shirley Foster attests that it was
extremely difficult, even actively discouraged, for women to cultivate
their own moral and religiocus identity. Questions of morality and
religion were considered part of the masculine damain (p. 86-87). Since
Mr. Hale has made his decision to quit the Church of England, he has
been declining into confusion and ineffectiveness. Margaret correctly
assesses that she must becane her own moral guardian because of her
father's inability and unwillingness to guide her. This unorthodox
father-daughter relationship is ultimately liberating for Margaret. The
change of roles between father and daughter challenges accepted ideas of
power relations between the sexes. Margaret ocutgrows and eventually
surpasses her father and develops a more stable moral sense that
motivates her to act on her beliefs for the benefit of others.

Margaret's struggle for self-government in her own life is tied to
her interest in the workers' desire for increased control over theirs.
The novel contains many indications of Margaret's wish to find
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meaningful ocutlets for her energy and intelligence. Margaret is drawn
to the stimulating world of business and its social influences that was
reserved almost exclusively for men:
It was rather dull for Margaret after dimner. She was glad
when the gentlemen came, not nérely because she caught her
father's eye to brighten her sleepiness up; but because she
could listen to samething larger and grander than the petty
interests which the ladies had been talking about. She
liked the exultation in the sense of power which these
Milton men had. It might be rather rampant in its display,
and savour of boasting; but still they seamed to defy the
old limits of possibility. (N&S P. 217)
Margaret is caming to appreciate the dynamics of industrial society and
is developing a strong interest in the management of industrial
resources that has profound thematic importance. Margaret's life turns
.out in such a way that she has a great deal of power as Thormton's
financier, and it is important to her, and ultimately to Thormton, that
she understand what practices she is sanctioning. Margaret becomes an
exanple of a socioclogically aware and respansible owner of industry.
Thomton eventually comes to appreciate Margaret's strength of
character. He becames able to respect the integrity of Margaret's
choices regardless of her rejection of him in love. He tells his

mother:
". . . I see a great deal of difference hetween Miss Hale

and Farmy [Thornton, his sister]. I can imagine that the
one may have weighty reasons, which may and ought to make
her overlook any seeming impropriety in her conduct. I
never knew Fammy have weighty reasons for anything. Other
peocple must guard her. I believe Miss Hale is a guardian to
herself."” (N&S P. 389)
This is quite a significant statement of approval of Margaret. Thornton
is able to credit Margaret with having serious thoughts and intentions
that enable her to be a truly autonamous person. Such a valuation of a
woman by a man in Victorian literature is exceptional. Thornton no
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longer seems now to find Margaret's ability for self-government
threatening or unbecaming to a waman.

Margaret's ability to act for others manifests itself most
successfully in Thornton's eventual conversion to her viewpoint. Wwhile
this may be read superficially as the typical inspirational ability of a
woman, it is far from it. Throughout the novel Margaret has been hard
and confrontational in her approach to Thormton. To achieve any sort of
influence Gaskell's heroines must be demonstrative and outspoken
(Bergmarm pp. 108-09). Tius, Margaret has not inspired Thomton by a
dameanour of vague healing and camforting powers. Margaret manages to
convert Thornton to a truly new approach to labour relations by telling
him that his ideas and methods are immoral and they tend to create,
rather than alleviate, social problems. Thomton pays Margaret the
highest compliment possible to her intellect and moral sense. At a
dimmer party, a year after Margaret has left Milton, Thornton expresses
his desire to put into practice her views concerning master and employee
relations: "My only wish is to have the opportunity of cultivating same
intercourse with the hands beyond the mere 'cash nexus'" (N&S p. 525).
Margaret has been the daminant voice for a new approach to labour
relations and the social improvement this would provide, and it is
significant that she has convinced an experienced hbusinessman of the
validity of her ideas.

Judith Newton writes that the idea of female capability was
relatively new and that it was difficult for wamen to £ind outlets for
their abilities (p. 6). Margaret finds herself in a position of power
after she inherits money from her father's friend Mr. Bell, and she
determines how it will be used. Middle-class wamen like Margaret did
not work because of necessity, like working-class women, nor were they
encouraged to do so as a source of fulfilment, and it was increasingly
difficult for them to define themselves in the industrial society
ozside the hane (Newton pp. 16-17). Margaret deliberately grapples
witi, this problem in the novel:

But she had leamt in those solem hours of thought, that
she herself must one day answer for her own life, and what
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she had done with it; and she tried to settle that most
difficult problem for women, how much was to be utterly
merged in obedience to authority, and how much be set gpart
for freedom in working. (N&S P. 508)
Margaret manages to surmount the limitations on wamen's behaviour as she
takes command of the money she has inherited. Margaret approves
Thornton's desire to try new labour management methods and is prampted
to use her money to give Thornton a new business opportunity.
Margaret's willingness to make it possible for Thornton to inplement a
better system of labour relations reflects her continued interest in the
business-labour debate.

In the novel, Margaret's marriage to Thormton serves as a means by
vwhich she and Thomton can implement her ideas of developing a system of
labour management that is based on Christian morals and respects the
equal lmanity of owners and workers alike. Even though marriage would
normmally have enforced a Victorian woman's sukbmission to her husband, in
this case it is not believable that Margaret's new faith in Thornton
will be abused. Thormtcn has cansistently been portrayed as honest and
sincere, and his professed belief in new business management techniques
is not an empty gesture, as Margaret knows. Margaret is also becaning
Thormton's major shareholder (Lansbury, Novel of Social Crisis p. 98).
Lansbury notes that legally Thornton has became a debtor to Margaret and
she says that this reflects Margaret's higher status in both her
business relationship and her personal relationship with Thormton (Nowvel
of Social Crisis p. 114). Margaret has fulfilled Thornton's declaration
that she "is a guardian to herself" (N&S p. 389). The marriage of
Margaret and Thornton reflects the Unitarian perception of marriage as a
union of sympathetic values and interests (Lansbury, Novel of Social
Crisis p. 11). There is no indication in the novel that a marriage
between Margaret Hale and John Thornton would have came about if
Thornton had not adopted Margaret's ethic for dealing with the workers.
Gaskell uses Margaret's love interest to illustrate the novel's social
concerns (Bergmarm pp. 136-37). Thornton, however, influences
Margaret's outlook also. Margaret cames to appreciate the potential of
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the industrial society that she initially despised, in part through her
relationship with Thomton.

Speech is Margaret's primary means of influence in the novel. In
keeping with the Unitarian belief that it is right to speak on behalf of
a persaon or group that cammot do so effectively for themselves, Margaret
speaks on behalf of the workers to Thornton and succeeds in broadening
his understanding of the forces at work in industrial society.
According to Patsy Stonemam, the use of speech by women to challenge
male authority is highly subversive (p. 13). By speaking out, Margaret
threatens the validity of the existing method of goveming labour and by
extension questions fundamental beliefs about the distribution and use
of power. Because Margaret accepts individual workers as her equals,
she is able to understand their point of view and to accept their
rebellion as a justified refusal to be subject to arbitrary authority.
Margaret's decision to rebel against exploitive authority, personified
by Thormton, although she is not a worker herself, shows Gaskell's
belief in Christian Socialism's active pramotion of aiding the
disadvantaged.

The novel reflects Gaskell's social outlook and is a truly
powerful story of a young waman's growth to maturity. Gaskell was in
fact trying, through the character of Margaret Hale, to tear down the
attitudes and traditions within society and embodied in Jolm Thornton
that were repressive of individual moral and intellectual freedom.
Gaskell used the feminine voice to provide the most potent opposition to
traditional thinking. Unitarianism, or Liberal Christianity, as it
called itself, provided the major inspiration for the rebellious and
socially active example provided by Margaret Hale.
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Around the character of Ruth Hilton, Gaskell tells a tale of
redemption. It is the redemption of a fallen waman, a figure in
Victorian society believed to be umworthy of any significant
reintegration or redemption (Fryckstedt p. 139). The novel throughout
is supported by and modelled on a liberating morality inspired by
Unitarianism. 'w incorporates a religious and moral challenge against
the forces that exploit sin in order to maintain control over the
perceived simer. Gaskell uses the fallen woman as an icon for the
religious debate between "humane Unitarianism” and "punitive
Calvinism, " according to Patsy Stonemen, and so illuminates her belief
that moral reasoning is more constructive than religious orthodoxy (p.
111). As a piece of rebellious writing that calls for equal respect for
all individuals, Ruth attempts to speak for the silenced and exploited
in religious and moral terms and presents a theology of liberation.

Ruth challenges religious belief as a means of repression just as does
current religious rebellion. Modern liberation theology calls for
renewed emphasis on the healing ability of Christianity that "abet(s]
personality integration or social integration" (Comblin p. 67). The
rebellious messages in Ruth attempt to kreak down the structures of
religious orthodoxy that uphold exploitive power and thwart individual
moral autonamy.

Gaskell challenges orthodox morality by preaching that the stigma
of the simmer should not be used to persecute indefinitely an
individual. It is a challenge similar to the one that modern liberation
theology makes in Joan Chittister's reading of the Job text. Her
contention is that the idea of sin can be constructed in such a way that
it acts as a means of oppression and coercion. She suggests:

Job's suffering is not the plan of God or the test of God.
It is not God, after all, who is afflicting Job. It is the
Accuser who questions Job's endurance and Job's abilities
ard Job's fidelity. It is the Accuser who sets out to try
Jab. It is the Accuser who changes Job's life and cuts off
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Job's opportunities and holds Job in servitude to sorrow.

(P. 2)
Mariana Valverde attests that in Victorian England such moral oppression
was becaming widespread and much of it was focussed on wamen: "As
industrial capitalism develcped, working-class wamen came to be not only
exploited but also morally regulated" (p. 169).

There are many indications in the novel of the prevailing
attitudes that would have prohibited a fallen waman fram making a
successful reintegration into the camumity. Ruth's lover, Henry
Bellingham, indicates to the reader the lack of opportunity open to such
wamen. As he thinks of Ruth for the first time in the many years since
he seduced her, he *"wondered what had became of her; though, of course,
there was but ane thing that could have happened, and perhaps it was as
well he did not know her end, for most likely it would have made him
very uncaomfortable" (Ruth p. 278). The "one thing" referred to is a
certain life of strife and lnmiliation and probably prostitution
(Fryckstedt p. 134). Bellingham instinctively shrinks from
contenplating his responsibility for Ruth and the consequences to her of
their affair. ILater, he displays the belief that fallen wamen were not
worthy of respectable work when he realizes that Ruth has became the
governess to the socially prominent Bradshaw family in Eccleston, the
town where Ruth has care to live and Bellingham, now calling himself
Dorme, has cane to run as a Member of Parliament. The novel illustrates
how unlikely it would have been for an unwed mother to secure such
enployment when Bellingham muses, "how the devil had she played her
cards so well as to be the governess--the respected governess, in such a
family as Mr Bradshaw's?" (Ruth p. 279).

After she has learmmed that Ruth is not a widow but is an unwed
mother, Jemima Bradshaw, oldest daughter in the Bradshaw household, also
acknowledges the stigmas that normally would attach to Ruth and prevent
her the opportunities to shape her own life. After she learns of Ruth's
past, Janima is coamforted by the certainty that should Ruth's story
becare known, she would no longer have a rival for Walter Farquhar's
affections:
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Her jealousy was gone, she knew not how or where. She might
shun and recoil fram Ruth, but she now thought that she
could never more be jealous of her. In her pride of
immocence, she felt almost ashamed that such a feeling could
have had existence. Could Mr Farquhar hesitate between her
own self and one who. . . . (Ruth P. 326)
The inplied answer is no, and Farquhar himself confirms this later in
the novel. After Ruth's past has became town gossip, Farquhar considers
himself lucky not to have become associated with her:
He was very full now of the remembrance of Ruth; and yet he
was also most thankful, most self-congratulatory, that he
had gone no further in his admiration of her, that he had
never expressed his regard in words, that no one, as he
believed, was cognizant of the incipient lowve which had
grown partly out of his admiration, and partly out of his
reason. He was thankful to be spared any implication in the
nine-days' wonder which her story had made in Eccleston.
(Ruth P. 369)
Indeed, Farquhar is so shocked by the revelations about Ruth that he
resolves to protect himself fram such a waman: "His natural caution
induced him to make a resolution never to think of any woman as a wife
until he had ascertained all her antecedents" (p. 370). Such a strong
emphasis on women's private lives indicates the attenmpts to control
individual behaviour in Victorian society (Vicinus, Widening Sphere p.
x).

The novel indicates the unequal share of blame and guilt ascribed
to a man and to a woman in an extra-marital love affair like Ruth's and
Bellingham's. Despite Bellingham's shameful treatment of Ruth, leaving
her alone and pregnant, the greater shame for their association is
heaped upon her (Williams p. 112). While youthful trysts such as
Bellingham's and Ruth's were considered normal, even healthy, for young
men, they were unpardonable for wamen (Williams p. 27). However, Ruth
herself undercuts the validity of such an assumption. When Ruth refuses
to renew her relationship with Bellingham, she tells him, "what I did
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wrong then [during her affair with him], I did blindly to what I should
do now if I listened to you" (Ruth p. 299). Her words indicate that
Bellingham is equally culpable with her in sin for his knowledgeable
encouragement of their affair. The independence and assertiveness of
her beliefs shock Bellingham. Despite his responsibility in the affair,
Bellingham does not face the same reprisals as does Ruth. He knows that
for Ruth to retain a camparatively good position in society her past
with Bellingham must remain secret, and he reminds her, "Don't you know
how much you are in my power?" (Ruth p. 300). The implied threat
illustrates the exploitive power that Bellingham has and that Gaskell's
morality of equality attempted to carbat.

Gaskell's dissatisfaction with a society that upheld exploitation
by labelling the victim as a simmer and outcast is a central concern of
the novel ard is visible in the scene that shows Bellingham proposing
marriage to Ruth. This passage of the novel is similar to the one in
Mary Barton in which Henry Carson proposes to Mary. Both Bellingham and
Carson attempt to bargain for the dbjects of their desire as saleable
items. When Bellingham proposes to Ruth, he is angry and exasperated
that Ruth will not agree to became his mistress again and phrases his
proposal as though he were bargaining. He says, "We will try samething
more, and bid a higher price" (Ruth p. 302). In both nowvels, the young
men offer marriage only as a way to deceive the young women as to their
sincerity. Such manipulation highlights the accepted exploitation of
working-class girls without any consideration for the consequences to
them. Ruth, however, has the courage to reject Bellingham because of a
strong belief in his moral insufficiency to provide a good model for a
child: "If there was one thing needed to confirm me, you have named it.
You shall have nothing to do with my boy, by my consent, much less by my
agency. I would rather see him working on the roadside than leading
such a life, being such a one as you are” (Ruth p. 303). Ruth's
criticism of what kind of person Bellingham is is highly rebellious and
is reminiscent of Mary Barton's similar demmciation of Harry Carson.
The rejection of upper-class men by women fram a lower class, who speak
from rational and moral motives, shows the liberating aspect of a
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morality that accepts the independent reasoning of all members of a
society. The ability to question and speak out against the oppressor is
the most fundamental form of rebellion (Chittister p. 12), and it was
fostered by Gaskell's Unitarianism as an extension of her belief in the
paramount importance of speaking the truth.

The power of exploitation depends on the silence and lack of
power of the exploited. The exploiter must manipulate the exploited to
remain in a role that serves the exploiter's needs and ensures the
continued powerlessness of the exploited. Ruth's potential ability to
stop such manipulation is evident when Bellingham realizes that Ruth has
the courage to defy his threats. He laments the moral independence he
encounters in Ruth as he attempts to coerce her to resume a relationship
with him. He says, "Good Heavens! Ruth, you will drive me mad. Oh! what
a changed person you are from the sweet, loving creature you were! I
wish you were not so beautiful” (Ruth p. 297). Bellingham does not value
Ruth's ability to speak on her own behalf because it robs him of his
ability to control her and to possess her as a beautiful object (Schor
p. 47). Both Bellingham and Farquhar are attracted to Ruth when she
remains quiet and docile. Ruth's ability to speak on her own behalf,
however, destroys Bellingham's power over her. She need no longer be
dependent on his image of her to survive psychologially. Ruth can
withstand his aggression and like Margaret Hale in North and South has
learned to put other considerations ahead of ramantic love (Newton p.
11). One attains power only by withholding what the exploiter desires.

Even though typically a Victorian heroine did not work (Williams
p- 9), Ruth has three jobs in the course of the novel. Each job that
Ruth has corresponds with a different phase in her life. As a
seamstress Ruth becames a fallen woman. As a governess Ruth attains
respectability and proves her worth while keeping her great secret. Aas
a nurse Ruth becames a social ocutcast but ultimately liberates herself
from the stigma of the fallen woman and redeems herself as a dignified
hunan being. Judith Newton suggests that the emphasis on wanen working
and work as fulfillment is an important aspect of Gaskell's writing that
reflects an increasing concern by wamen in the nineteenth century to
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find status beyond the domestic realm (p. 18).

In the 1840s and '50s the dress trade was becoming known as one of
the most blatantly exploitive occupations for wamen. The seamstress was
becaming almost the symbol of the injustices imposed on working-class
waren (Walkley pp. 10-12). Gaskell creates a more direct link between
the dress trade and the sexual exploitation of women in Ruth than she
did in Mary Barton. Ruth's employment as a seamstress figures in her
initial contact with Bellingham. Mrs. Mason, the owner of the
dressmaking business where Ruth is employed, uses her more beautiful
aeployees to make her establishment attractive to upper-class custamers.
The more experienced workers at Mrs. Mason's know that conscientious
work is not rewarded but that a nice appearance is, and Mrs. Mason
proves them right when she chooses Ruth, a poor worker, to represent the
husiness at the local hunt ball:

But, looking up, she was struck afresh with the remarkable
beauty whiich Ruth possessed; such a credit to the house,
with her waving outline of figure, her striking face, with
dark eyebrows and dark lashes, cambined with auburn hair and
a fair camplexion. No! diligent or idle, Ruth Hilton must
appear tonight. (Ruth P. 11)

In this novel, Gaskell was more explicitly concermed with the
loose moral atmosphere that the dress trade fostered than she was in
Maxry Barton. The point in this novel seems to be that the dress trade
exploited and corrupted young wamen (Fryckstedt pp. 143-45). Mrs. Mason
is willing not only to put her more attractive girls in positions where
they may be admired, but she also takes little care about their conduct
or well-being when they are not performing a service for the business:

On Sundays she chose to conclude that all her apprentices
had friends who would be glad to see them to dimmer, and
give them a welcame reception for the remainder of the day.
. . . Accordingly, no dirmer was cocked on Sundays for the
young workwamen; no fires were lighted in any roams to which
they had access. (Ruth P. 34)

Unitarians ardently believed that moral sensibility must be
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fostered through careful guardianship. Nurturing and co-operative
relationships, primarily in families, was for Gaskell the most reliable
means of creating responsible, independent adults (Stoneman pp. 70-71).
Gaskell was concerned that the dressmaking trade was particularly remiss
in regard to the moral and physical care it offered the young women
working as dressmakers (Fryckstedt p. 144). Ruth highlights this belief
in order to uncover what Gaskell saw as the exploitive relationship
between dressmakers and their employers. While the dressmakers live in
Mrs. Mason's home, she takes no interest in them nor feels any sense of
responsibility toward them. One of the most pointed passages of
criticism in the novel says:

Mrs Mason was careless about the circumstances of
tamptation into which the girls entrusted to her as
apprentices were thrown, but severely intolerant if their
conduct was in any degree influenced by the force of these
temptations. She called this intolerance 'keeping up the
character of her establishment.®' It would have been a
better and more Christian thing, if she had kept up the
character of her girls by tender vigilance and maternal
care. (Ruth P. 54)

Bellingham first notices Ruth at the lumt ball to which Mrs. Mason
has sent her knowing that Ruth's beauty will attract attention (Ruth p.
15). He is able to cultivate a friendship with Ruth because of the lack
of guidance and supervision of her free time in Mrs. Mason's household.
Yet, when she feels Ruth's conduct has becane questicnable, Mrs. Mason
essentially hands Ruth over to Bellingham (Ruth p. 54-55). Ilater,
Bellingham thinks of paying off Ruth like a prostitute and, in fact, has
his mother do so for him (Ruth pp. 91, 92). When Mrs. Bellingham gives
Ruth the money, she puts it in a note that suggests to Ruth that she
seek out a penitentiary (Ruth p. 92), indicating that Ruth has indeed
became a prostitute.

The stereotype that women of the lower classes were apt to use
their beauty to further selfish or sinful designs is denied in this
novel. Gaskell shows that the physical beauty of a waman is in fact
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used by those arourd them. Ruth is oblivious of the potential power of
her beauty, and unlike Mary Barton and Esther in Marv Barton, does not
contenplate using it as a means to change her life. Her attitude to her
acknowledged beauty is simple: "I could not help knowing, " answered she,
sinply, "for many people have told me so" (Ruth p. 12). Ruth is not
interested in the importance of dress, either. She says, "I did not
know we should have to think about our owa dress at all, or I should not
have wished to go [to the lunt ball]® (Ruth p. 12). Ruth does not ,
display the same fascination for clothes that Mary and Esther do in Mary -
Barton. Even though Ruth has no interest in dressing herself up in |
beautiful clothes, she eventually becames the victim of seduction and
barely escapes prostitution. Ruth's lack of interest in clothing
dispels the prejudice that women who were seduced or who became
prostitutes had set themselves up by signalling their willingness to put
morals second to dress. Ruth is seduced in spite of her disinterest in
clothing. Ruth's only motivation for wemting to attend the lunt ball is
that she is longing for same diversion in her tedious existence. She
simply anticipates "the delight of seeing the noble shire-hall, the
boast of the county, and of catching glimpses of the dancers, and
hearing the band; much as she longed for same variety to the dull
monotonous life she was leading® (Ruth p. 10).

Ruth's immocence of motive is central to the novel. It undermines
the built-in excuse of men like Bellingham that they are not really
respansible. In Ruth's case, Thurstan Benson, the minister who takes
her into his hame, recognizes that Ruth has been abused and made into a
victim. Benson "noticed [Ruth] at first for her immocent beauty, and
the secand time for the idea he had gained respecting her situation;
there he saw her, crouched up like same hunted creature” (Ruth p. 95).
In fact, that is what Ruth is. She is has been lunted by Bellingham and
he has often thought of her as an animal to be pursued and tamed for
ownership: "It would be an exquisite delight to attract and tame her
wildness, jukt as he had often allured and tamed the timid fawns in his
mother's park" (Ruth p. 33). Ruth is in many ways the perfect Victorian
heroine. She is beautiful and naive and inclined to follow the advice
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of others because of their apparent authority rather than the merit of
what they say. Thus, her confidence in Bellingham is formed. It is
Bellingham who corrupts the nmature of their relationship. Ruth is the
one, however, who suffers punishment because of the prejudices and
étploitation inherent in her society.

Ruth lives in two hames in the novel, Mrs. Mason's and the
Bensans'. The Bensons, Thurstan and his sister Faith, act in the spirit
of a merciful and guiding Christianity in the novel. Ruth is spared
living out the life of a prostitute because of the charity she receives
fram them. Tn the Benson hame Ruth develops a moral sense and the
ability to assess influences on her and thus becames able to make
choices:

during the time of her residence in the Benson family, her
feeling of what people ought to be had been unconscicusly
raised and refined; and Mr Dame [Bellingham], even while
she had to struggle against the force of past recollections,
repelled her so mach by what he was at present, that every
speech of his, every mimute they were together, served to
make her path more and more easy to follow. (Ruth P. 284)
Ruth's respanse to the efforts of the Bensons to help her illustrates
the Unitarian belief quoted by Fryckstedt: "that we are born wesk and
fallible, but not tainted with sin, and ordained to depravity and hell;
that we are created capable of good, and that our mission is to pramote
it; . . . we say that true religion is a matter of loving choice, not of

fear and constraint" (p. 76).4

In the novel, the point of Ruth going out to work while she lives
with the Bensons is to illustrate convincingly her ability to grow into
a responsible, psychologically independent person. Money is a concem
for the Bensons, and they are forced to econamize in order to support
Ruth as well as her child (Ruth p. 133). The Bensons and Ruth know that
Ruth will eventually have to contribute to the family incame: "The time
was now drawing near when little Leonard might be weaned, the time
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appointed by all three for Ruth to endeavour to support herself in some
way more or less independent of Mr and Miss Benson" (Ruth p. 196}.
Iater in the novel the impact of Ruth's loss of ermployment on the
household finances becames clear: "I do not mean that there was any
great need of money; but a new adjustment of expenditure was required, a
reduction of wants which had never been very extravagant® (Ruth p. 368).
The Bensons are not in a position to take for granted their finances,
and Ruth is aware of this and during the novel cames to a new semse of
shared responsibility because of this awareness.

Ruth's secand job in the novel is as govemmess for the Bradshaw
family. The importance of this position for her is not just financial.
It is a way for her to regain soame self-respect and regard herself as a
useful person. Gaskell makes Ruth's work a rehabilitative experience
(Mitchell p. 174). Ruth begins to sense the importance of such a
position at first by questioning whether she is the appropriate person
to fill it. She asks, "Do you think I should be good enough to teach
little girls, Miss Benson?" (Ruth p. 200). She has a sense of the
stigm of sinfulness that would attach to her if the details of her life
were known. Ruth also acknowledges the importance of teaching young
children and reveals Gaskell’s belief that the careful instruction of
the young directly affects their ability to reason and develop into
morally and socially responsible adults (Stoneman p. 30). Ruth is a
success as a governess. She "gave the Bradshaws the highest
satisfaction" (Ruth p. 210). 2s a result of Ruth's capability in her
work as a governess she gains respect for herself in the camunity and
proves that she can contribute. Ruth's success as a governess teaching
little girls reflects Gaskell's belief in the Unitarian emphasis on the
cultivation of the intellect as a means for personal and moral
development. Unitarians believed that only through the cultivation of
the intellect could mankind hope to fatham and live according to God's
designs (Chamning, “Unitarian Christianity” pp. 4-5). Thus, it is
necessary for Ruth to develop her intellect in order to became closer to
God.

Because of Ruth's involvement in the Bradshaw household as
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governess, Jemima Bradshaw, the eldest daughter, acquires an important
role in the novel. Because of her higher social standing, Jemima has a
greater potential to rebel where Ruth would face class discrimination,
although as a waman she too is limited by her father and her husband.
Felicia Bonaparte suggests that Ruth and Jemima are used by Gaskell as
twin characters. Ruth remains quiet and docile while transferring a
more open rebelliousness onto Jemima (p. 127). Jemima is a rebel who
openly rejects the strictures laid down for her by her father. She also
acts independently without his knowledge, but it is the only way that
she is able to formulate for herself a sense of fairmess and mercy
towards Ruth. If she were to cbey her father and adopt his view of
Ruth, Jemima would be giving in to the “punitive Calvinism" that
Stoneman suggests Gaskell was rejecting in this novel (p. 111).

Like Thurstan Benson, Jemima is able to separate a sin fram its
aftermath and to give it a definite place in time. She is able to
subvert the use of sin as a means of oppression. After Jemima learns
the details of Ruth's life from the town's milliner, she decides to
watch Ruth as she performs her duties of governess as the ultimate test
of Ruth's morality. Jemima approaches her task with a sense of
compassion and responsibility for Ruth's welfare. As she contemplates
her task, she thinks:

CoB® what might, Ruth was in her power. 2nd, strange to
say, this last certainty gave Jemima a kind of protecting,
almost pitying, feeling for Ruth. Her horror at the wrong
was not diminished; but the more she thought of the
struggles that the wrong-doer must have made to extricate
herself, the more she felt how crwmel it would be to baffle
all by revealing what had been. But for her sisters' sake
she had a duty to perform; she must watch Ruth. (Ruth P.
327)
Jemima is charitable and gives Ruth the chance to prove herself. Even
though Jemima believes it is necessa:/ to watch Ruth to see if there is
duplicity in her character, she understands that Ruth's error was the
product of time and place and not an enduring fault of character.
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Jemima represents the merciful and nurturing watchfulness, both on
Ruth's hehalf and that of her sisters, that Gaskell's religious beliefs
advocated. Jemima is more able than her father to perform the role of a
watchful, caring guardian. Mr. Bradshaw placed his daughters in the
hands of saneone he has assessed only superficially.

The scrutiny that Jemima subjects Ruth to duplicates the Victorian
insistence on scrutiny and regulation of women's behaviour, hut in
Jemima it becames a positive, charitable force. Jemima is ultimately
able to form the campassionate view that Ruth herself is not wicked and
that the circumstances of Ruth's life played a powerful role in what has
happened to her and the way she has reacted. Jemima says, "But I have
been thinking a great deal about poor Ruth's [situation], you know I
cc. 1d not help it when everybody was talking about it, and it made me
think of myself, and what I am. With a father and mother, and home and
careful friends, I am not likely to be tempted like Ruth" (Ruth p. 365).

The fallen woman in a middle-class setting disnupts the sense of
order in Victorian society. When the details of Ruth's life before she
came to Eccleston became known, Mr. Bradshaw, her employer, is enraged.
That Ruth kept her past private is a threat to his control. David
Underdown explains that the idea of wamen being independent or
"masterless” in thought or action dates back to the 1600s and came out
of the Puritan impetus for order and control (p. 82). Mr. Bradshaw
feels pregisely that this desire to know and contrel is threatened by
Ruth's preserice. He fears Ruth's "sinful" nature will corrupt his
family. However, the sin is a social, not a moral one. Hilary Schor
writes, "To the people of the town, the worst of Ruth's sins is that she
has lived among them as one of them, that they would not recognize her
as fallen" (p. 69). When Jemima rebels against his judgement of Ruth,
Mr. Bradshaw says, "I know who to thank for it [Jemima's discbedience].
When such a woman came into my family there is no wonder at any
corruption, any evil, any defilement" (Ruth p. 338). Jemima has refused
to accept her father's view of Ruth's actions and has admitted that she
knew about Ruth's past long before her father did. 5uch an admission
usurps his power over her and others in his household. The attempt to
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gain independence of thought, decision, and action, particularly
concerning moral issues, subverts Mr. Bradshaw's sense of order and was
viewed by society as sinister, particularly in women (Rowbotham p. 119-
20) . Because Ruth ind Jemima behawve independently, they imply the
possibility of taking the power to punish or to forgive away fram the
Mr. Bradshaws. When an individual is left to work out his or her own
repentance, Mr. Bradshaw can no longer anticipate what its form will be.
It is no longer possible for Mr. Bradshaw to wield moral power over
others when they take that responsibility on themselves.

Nursing is the last work that Ruth takes up in the novel. In the
novel nursing symbolizes that Ruth has becane a pariah and is living out
her punishment. The low status of mursing before the 1850s is explained
by Martha Vicimus: “the work was cansidered suitable for untrained,
older working women, whose only requirement was a willingness to do
hard, unpleasant tasks® (Vicinus, Independent Wamen p. 86). In Ruth's
case it is also the work for sameone otherwise unemployable. Ruth tells
Jemima plainly, "I camnot get any employment" (Ruth p. 386), and Jemima
camnot contradict this. Jemima Bradshaw finds the idea of Ruth becoming
a murse shocking because she believes Ruth to be too refined for such
work. Ruth and Jemima discuss her fitmess for the work:

"You, a sick nmurse!" said Jemima, involuntarily
glancing over the beautiful lithe figure, and the lovel:
refinement of Ruth's face, as the light of the rising moon
fell upon it. "My dear Ruth, I don't think you are fitted
for it!" .

"Don't you?” said Ruth, a little disappointed. "I
think I am; at least, that I should be very soon. I like
being about sick and helpless people; I always feel so sorry
for them; and then I think I have the gift of a very
delicate touch, which is such a canfort in many cases. And
I should try to be very watchful and patient. Mr Wymme
proposed it himself."

"It was not in that way I meant you were not fitted
for it. I meant that you wexe fitted for samething better.
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Why, Ruth, you are better educated than I am!”

"But if nocbody will allow me to teach?——for that is
what I suppose you mean. Besides, I feel as if all my
education would be needed to make me a good sick murse.*
(Ruth P. 388)

The acknowledgement that indeed Ruth could not hope to get better work
shows the low value of women like Ruth. While Jemima sees that Ruth is
qualified for work with greater status, mursing is what is considered
appropriate for someone who has sunk so low in society.
Gaskell uses Ruth's experience as a mirse to make it a redemptive
instead of merely a punitive experience for her. Vicinus states that
begimming in the 1840s, and particularly in the 1850s, mursing took on a
higher status and became a profession. She writes that in the second
half of the nineteenth century, "rursing was to be transformed from the
most menial of women's work to the most exalted” (Vicinus, Independent
Wamen p. 90). Gaskell knew Florence Nightingale and was aware of the
importance of the changes that she was making in musing (Letters #211).
Thus Gaskell capitalizes on the knowledge that mursing was a woman's
occupation that was dramatically changing and taking on increasing
respectability. She makes Ruth a successful member of such an
occupation and so subverts the assumption that Ruth was doing
unimportant, menial work. Ruth's belief that her education would make
her a good choice for a mirse reflects Gaskell's knowledge that a
growing murber of educated middle-class wamen were becoming nurses and
that it was slowly changing fram a strictly lower-class occupation
A p- 86). Ruth's position as a nurse is also
awayforhertoprovehermoral worth. Along with the increasing
respectability of nursing came an increased emphasis on the moral worth
of such selfless work. Nursing was becoming accepted as suitable for
"wanen of impeccable moral standards" (Vicinus, Independent Women p.
85).
Amme Summers writes that murses were often seen to be more
independent than wamen in other occupations:
They [murses] worked for an institution rather than an
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individual; they had a special kind of market value arising
from their willingness to perform extremely cbjectionable
tasks; and on this account they were able, if they wished,
to move fairly easily from one post to another. They might
be extremely diligent and efficient workers, but they were
not cast in a respectful or deferential mould. (P. 41)
As a seamstress, Ruth was neglected and manipulated into prostitution.
That Gaskell has chosen an occupation that allows personal independence
as a way for Ruth to work out her redemption makes a fitting opposition
to the manipulation and exploitation she suffered as a seamstress. 2As a
nurse Ruth regains self-respect and provides a valuable service to
society. Gaskell has used cne of the traditionally lowly occupations for
wamen and capitalized on its increasing respectability and importance to
allow Ruth a means of liberation fram the consequences of the
exploitation she suffered as a seamstress.

The committed attitude that Ruth brings to her work enables her to
turn expectations around and use her occupation to re-establish her
status rather than let it stand as a symbol of her diminishment. Ruth's
attitude is that nursing requires a variety of skills beyond menial
labour. She tells Jemima, "Still, you can't say that any knowledge of
any kind will be in my way, or will unfit me for my work" (Ruth p. 389).
She also believes that her gentleness and, more important, her capacity
for intelligent cbservation qualify her particularly as a murse (Ruth p.
388). Ruth's view of mursing defeats its intended punitive nature. She
grows in her new occupation and once again becames a respected member of
the camumnity:

When it was a lessening of pain to have the touch careful
and delicate, and the ministration performed with gradual
skill, Ruth thought of her charge and not of herself. As
she had foretold, she found a use for all her powers. The
poor patients themselves were unconsciously gratified and
soothed by her harmony and refinement of mammer, voice, and
gesture. If this harmony and refinement had been merely
superficial, it would not have had this balmy effect. That
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arose fram its being the true expression of a kind, modest,
and himble spirit. By degrees her reputntion as a nurse
spread upwards, and many sought her gooa offices who could
afford to pay for them. (Ruth P. 390-91)
Although Ruth has regained same status and is offered nursing positions
in private, respectable hames, she chooses usually not to take these
positions. Her refusal of private work may reflect the independent
attitude suggested by 2mme Summers and indicate that Ruth will no longer
defer to private enplcyers like Mr. Bradshaw or Mrs. Mason.

Ruth decides to accept the position of matron of the fever ward.
No one has campelled her to take on this job, and accepting it shows her
camitment to her work and to the people who are afflicted (Ruth p.
425). Ruth is able to give constructive service to society even though
society has exploited and disregarded her. Ruth's work is no longer
only a punishment but is the means by which she can prove the Christian
inspiration in her life and this is recognized by the pecple of
Eccleston whom she has helped. 2An old man outside the fever hogpital
attests an Ruth's behalf: "Such a one as her has never been a great
simner; nor does she do her work as a penance, but for the love of God,
and of the blessed Jesus" (Ruth p. 429). Ruth is a true Christian and a
respansible citizen.

Ruth's death is a problamatic point in the novel. It can be seen
as a punitive action in accordance with orthodox morality. However, her
death seems instead to be a shrewd and necessary means of garnering
sympathy for Ruth. If Ruth was designed to dismantle the prejudices
that allowed the harsh treatment visited upon fallen wawen in Victorian
society, Gaskell neésded to retain the sympathy of her reading audience.
Gaskell was too astute, not too timid, to allow Ruth to live. It would
have been inconceivable to the majority of Gaskell's middle-class
readers that someone like Ruth could be given a camfortable and
independent place in society. To allow an urwed mother reintegration to
respectable society as represented by the Bradshaws would have been
offensive to the reading public, for they would have had the same fears
as Mr. Bradshaw:

e,
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"It anly convinces me more amnd more how deep is the
corruption this wanton has spread in my family. She has
care amongst us with her immocent seeming, and spread her
nets well and skillfully. She has turned right into wrong,
and wrong into right, and taught you all to be uncertain
whether there be any such thing as vice in the world, or
whether it ought not to be looked upon as virtue. She has
led you to the brink of the deep pit, ready for the first
chance circumstance to push you in. 2nd I trusted her, I
trusted her, I welcamed her.” (Ruth P. 339)
Nor could Ruth leave Eccleston to make a life elsewhere keeping her past
a secret once again. This would have reinforced negative
interpretations of Ruth's character as duplicitous and deceitful.
Gaskell leaves few opportunities for personal fulfillment or for
work open to Ruth to illustrate the self-defeating and hopeless lives
that were forced an fallen wamen. She cannot marry respectably and has
little hope of earning a living sufficient to keep herself and her son,
Leonard. Gaskell's choices were to write of Ruth's penitence,
forgiveness, and full readmittance into respectable society, which would
have been highly controversial; or the more likely tale of Ruth's and
Ieonard's removal fram the Bensons' to face a life of poverty; or the
tale of personal penitence and redemption that she did. In this way
Gaskell could address convincingly the question of Ruth's sinfulness.
Gaskell needed to deal with the issues of guiit and responsibility, and
her Unitarian ethic demanded that it be acknowledged that Ruth was a
simner who actively sought the forgiveness of God. Similarly, the lie
that the Bensons tell about who Ruth is when she arrives in Eccleston
carmot be morally justified and must eventually be uncovered for Ruth to
fully work out her redemption. In order for Ruth to prove herself able
to be master of her own conscience, her secret has to becane known, and
she has to undergo same form of penance. Stoneman argues that it is
necessary to Gaskell's religious ethic that Ruth take the responsibility
for her own situation (p. 110). Only in this way can Ruth became
independent of her detractors and worthy of the right to self-goverrment
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and privacy of choice.

Gaskell does not allow Ruth to live and continue as a nurse
because she wemts a more definite closure to the novel that
unquestionably exalts Ruth. Gaskell needs to end the novel in such a
way that there could be no doubt that she believed that fallen wamen
were as worthy as any one else of God's full mercy. Ruth has received
full forgiveness from God. Gaskell sacrifices Ruth in death in order to
assure her triumph over her detractors. Ruth's death is a necessary
sacrifice that highlights the false morality of the society that made
her an outcast instead of extending to her the mercy required by true
faith in God. Gaskell gives Ruth great power in death: "many arose and
called her [Ruth] blessed" (p. 430). Gaskell has made Ruth into a
saint, not because of her sins, but because Ruth was able to find in
herself a well of true Christian faith and charity. Ruth has become a
Christ figure who dies not as a punishment for her own sins, but as a
sacrifice through which others can learn and strengthen their own faith.
Stoneman suggests that Gaskell's Unitarianism is not only sympathetic to
women but is a feminine ethic that undermines the txaditional
patriarchal construction of sin (p. 112). It is subversive because it
gives individuals autonamy over their own consciences and allows people
to retain personal cantrol through privacy. Gaskell imbues Ruth with a
great deal of power in death, and this is part of the subversion of
authority in the novel. At the memorial service for Ruth Thrustan
Benson reads fram the Book of Revelations:

And he said to me, These are they vwhich came out of
great tribulation, and have washed their robes, and made
them white in the blood of the Lanb.

Therefore are they before the throne of God, and serve
him day and night in his temple; and he that sitteth on the
throne shall dwell among them. (Ruth P. 457)

The quotation is, of course, in keeping with Gaskell's belief that women
like Ruth deserve merciful rather than harsh judgement. It also

suggests that those who remain faithful to God, though they suffer, will
be exalted through God's mercy. The quotation indicates a reversal of
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order: the lowly shall be raised. Those who have suffered great
tribulation are able to redeem themselves through their faith in God.
The passage fram Revelations reflects Gaskell's view of a merciful God
and her belief that Ruth was chosen to receive that mercy.

Ruth's death seems also to be a release for her. Had she lived,
the only man Ruth could have respectably married, Bellingham, is morally
her inferior, and thus she no longer loves him. It would have been a
loveless marriage that would expose Ruth's son to the influence of an
immoral man. Without marriage or realistic financial independence, Ruth
would be confined to life as a daughter, although she is herself a
mother, in the Benson household. Given these altematives, Gaskell
allows Ruth to triumph over and escape a role that keeps her forever a
child. Bonagparte suggests that Ruth's death was a mercy to her because
it was a release from the choice between poverty, hopelessness, and
further victimization or an emoticnally static and repressed existence
as a constant penitent (p. 133-34). The altemative to Ruth's death was
a realistic depiction of what did happen to unwed mothers at this time.
If the Bensons could not support Ruth, both she and her son would be
left to poverty and degradation. This would also tend to confirm the
image of Ruth as deserving punishment. Gaskell could not have depicted
Ruth continuing in her penitence, because it would have contradicted the
Unitarian belief in the possibility of self-redemption and offered no
hope. Gaskell spared Ruth that awful fate of contiming as a penitent
ard so ensured Ruth's son a respectable and pramising life.

In the 1892 Preface to Thomas Hardy's Tess of the D'Urbervilles
Hardy stated plainly the challenge he was making to literature and to
society: "This novel being one wherein the great campaign of the heroine
begins after an event [seduction] in her experience which has usually
been treated as extinguishing her, in-the aspect of protagonist at
least, and as the virtual ending of her career and hopes" (p. 3).
Althouch Gaskell made no such obwvious statement of intent for Ruth,
thirty-eight years before Hardy, she challenged Victorian readers to
look beyond the illegitimate sexual involvement of a young heroine and
acknowledge the exploitations and prejudices inposed on women. She made

70




a bold attack on the way wamen were depicted in literature and treated
in life by portraying sympathetically a woman who circumvented Victorian
sexual propriety. Gaskell made Ruth into a sympathetic heroine and did
not allow her to be extinguished, as Hardy has suggested would have been
usual in literature, by one event in her life. Gaskell challenged
traditional attitudes by writing a story that proves the personal
worthiness of a young woman who would normally have become a social
outcast. Writing about the critics of Tess, Hardy suggested that they
"may have causes to advance, privileges to guard, traditions to keep
going" (Hardy p. 3). Ruth, too, threatened the validity of the beliefs
and practices that upheld privilege and inequality in Victorian England.




CONCLUSION

I have attenmpted to demonstrate that Elizabeth Gaskell used
several of har female characters to formuilate substantial religious
protest against specific unjust practices and, more generally, against
the use of religious principles as a means of cppression. As a
Unitarian, Gaskell believed above all in a merciful and just God, and
she was opposed to the appropriation of God as a way to uphold
punishment and injustice. Gaskell wanted to show that social ills were
not the natural results of imperfect faith in God. While still
reinforcing a strong moral sensibility, she attempted to dismantle the
reliance on faith and God as a way to explain misfortime and dysfunction
in the world. Thus, Gaskell turned to the principles of her religion to
pramote social justice.

Mary Barton is a young working-class girl who grows to maturity.
In the novel that bears her name, written in 1848, she encounters many
of the problems faced by the working class, unemployment, low wages, and
poor working conditions. Mary also faces potential sexual exploitation
by a man fram a class above her. As she experiences different aspects
of working-class life, Mary recognizes the lack of power inherent in her
class. Mary is able to speak out against the influences on her, as she
does when she rejects Harry Carsan, and to offer moral criticisms as
situations arise. As Mary subverts both Carsmn's attempt to seduce her
and the process of the law that would inevitably take her father, she
formulates a potent rebellion against the unequal distribution of power
in society that silences the woices of frustroted and embittered workers
like her father and tacitly allews the sedctin of young working women.

North and South, writtsa sa 1855, dals /ith some of the same
issues as Mary Bartopn did. Margaret Hale in North and South attempts to
change the accustamed relations between workers and employers. She
makes a specific effort to speak out against the dictatorial practices
that employers used to manage the work force. She views autocratic
goverrment of the workers as exploitive and contrary to the teaching of
Christianity. North and South does not deal explicitly with the sexual

:
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exploitation of wamen workers as does Maxry Barton. However, Margaret
Hale displays significant rebellion against the constraints to her
behaviour that are imposed because she is a waman. Both nowvels
demonstrate visible concern with the Victorian preoccupation with
feminine decorum. -

Unlike Mary Barton, Margaret Hale is middle-class, the key
difference between Mary Barton and North and South. As a menber of the
working class, Mary is always responding to conditions within that class
as they immediately affect her. Margaret, however, has only second-hand
knowledge of life as an industrial worker. Yet she takes it upon
herself to understand and respond to the issues of concerm for the
workers. As she does so, she engages in a debate that nms through the
novel about the ethics underlying nineteenth-century labour relations.
What results is a formal and prolonged moral argument for the
recognition of the equal humanity of workers and owners and for the
recognition of workers' rights in the work place. No such coherent
argument is offered by Mary Barton. Her social criticisms are implicit
in her reactions to various situations. In both novels the social
criticisms, implicit or explicit, ar$ rooted in a consistent moral
sensibility fostered by Gaskell's Unitarian beliefs.

Both Mary Barton and North and South portray labour unions and
attenpts by workers to organize and force the formal recognition of
their rights. In Mary Barton the labour union, after its failed attempt
to get government recognition of its @amands, becames a threatening
force and the cause of John Barton's descent into depravity. The labour
union causes the murder of jgarry Carson. In North and South worker
solidarity is less disruptive and sinister than in Mary Barton. There
is still violence, but Margaret Hale becames involved in it and survives
physically and psychologically. Indeed, Margaret's acknowledgement of
the potential for violence and her willingness to confront it make it
seem less outrageous than in Mary Barton. The attempt to confront the
viclence of the working class that the novel mekes through Margaret
indicates a camitment to that class to help it avert such measures for
its own sake. That camitment seems to me to be rooted in Gaskell's
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moral outlook as well as her attraction for Christian Socialism with its
emphasis on helping the working class to gain meam$ of empowerment other
than through violence.

I have placed Ruth last in this paper, even though it was written
in 1853, before North and South, because I believe Mary Barton and North
and South are linked in their overt treatment o: tension between the
working class and the upper classes. Ruth, however, does not include
any treatment of friction between social classes. Although Ruth's
sexual exploitation is a result of class difference, the novel does not
refer explicitly to issues of class friction, although it implicitly
challenges class distinctions. Ruth is an overtly religious novel that
atteampts to subwvert the use of religion as a means of oppression. Ruth
challenged its Victarian audience to accept the fallen waman. Gaskell
promotes the idea, through the charity given to Ruth by the Benson
family, that fallen wamen should be accepted back into society and
helped to recanstruct their lives. In order for it to be understood
that the Bensons have extended full Christian charity to a fallen waman,
the lie they tell about who Ruth is when she joins their household is
eventually uncovered and justified as righteous. The Benscns'
acceptance of Ruth is a good example of Christian charity only if it is
openly acknowledged. As in North and South, the commitment of middle-
class characters to help those who are socially more wulnerable reflects
the application of moral principles to social problems that Gaskell
admired in Christian Socialism. Gaskell also challenges the reader to
allow the sin of the fallen wamen to be a private matter for her and not
to use it publicly as a tool of exploitaticn.

In Ruth, Ruth Hilton and Jemima Bradshaw both subwert the idea
that sin should be publicly defined and used to enforce conformity of
behaviour. Ruth chronicles the atteampts of the heroine, Ruth Hiliton, a
fallen woman, to make a respectable life for herself and the social
forces that impeded such a possibility. Throughout much of the novel,
Ruth manages to evade the noxmal results of seduction such as ostracism,
poverty, and probably prostitution. When she is discovered to be
fallen, Ruth manages to make her intended punishment a redemptive
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experience. The construction of Ruth as an immocent and sympathetic
character is the novel's greatest means of undermining Victorian
stereotypes of fallen wamen. Through the experiences of Ruth, Gaskell
has managed to subwest a reliance that she perceived in her society on
the concept of a pumitive God used for social control. Jemima Bradshaw
is an important ccatributor to the rebelliousness of Ruth. She
discovers t.a2 tiutn about Ruth's life and chooses to keep it a secret
and to assess Ruth's merit as a person. She also defies the authority
of Jemima*s father, who represents an unforgiving and punitive morality. S

Gaskell filled Mary Barton, North and South, and Ruth with the
beliefs of Unitarianism in such a way as to pramote the moral
independence of all individuals. I have drawn on current liberation
theology to highlight the radical nature of the social applicakility of
Gaskell's theology. I have focussed an Mary Barton, Margaret Hale,
Jemima Bradshaw, and Ruth Hilton, showing how these characters reject
various forms of injustice and oppression in tteir lives and exhibit a
spirit of moral rebellion aimed at gaining for themselves same of the
power that has been used to exploit them.
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