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Abstract ‘ s
Reports From a Dark Continent: )
The Condition of England and the Condition of the Novel
Mark O'Reilly
This thesis looks at several specimens of what has come to be knan
as the "Condition of England" novel. These novels were written in res-
ponse’ to the economic and social crises in England in the 1840s. _Each

of the novelists presents his or her analysis 5ﬁfthe causes bf\ghé

crises, together with suggestions as to how they might be resolved. The

-

' »
two. most pronounced features which all of these novels have in common

are their didacticism and the fact that for virtuell§ the first time in
<

English fiction working-class characters are presented in such a way as

"to be taken seriously by the reader. It is my contention that thege

novéls, although they are all more or less failures in themselves, con-
stitaﬁg a vital but little-recognised stage in the_development of the.
novel as a genre. They do so because both their didacticism and their
~ .
attempt to deal with a class whose appearances 'in fiction had hitherto
been restricted to supporting and comic roles clashed with the estab-
lished conventions of the'novel: Ultimately thoée conventions proved
too inhibiting for the novelists to deal adequately with their subject
matter, but their problems!cpnsti uted a diagnoéis of the condition of

the novel, on the basis of which subsequent writers have been able to

expand the pafameters of their genré so as to make it the all-inclusive
an&, in a sense, aharchic. phenomenon that it has become in the twentieth
century. o

The specific writers agd éooka I deal with are: Benjamin Disraell

(Sybil); Elizabgth Gaskell (Mary Barton and North and South); Charlotte

Bront& (Shirley); Charles Kingsley (Alton Locke); and George Eliot

¢

(Felix Holt). ..

i

~
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AP , T Introduction <

A
]
]

The novels which ére commonly known as the "Eonditign of England"
novels are a group of books written .by middle-class autﬂors‘ about
working-claas’cﬁpracters fos a middle-class readership. More speciFiL.
cailﬁj?these books'%fe\about the pa;iicularly,bitter period of class-
‘conflict which Fo&lowed the passing of the First Refora Bill in 1832 and
culmineted in Parliament's rejection of the Pé0ple's Charter in 1848.
These issues'spawned a large qﬁantity of Fictidn{ very'litfle of which
is widely read toaay. The novels which are still read --,apd with
which, with two exceptions, I propose to deal ~- are: Sybil (Iéaf) by
Benjamin Dis?aeli; Mgrz Barton (xaaq) by Elizabeth Gaskell; Yeast (1848)"
by Charles Kingsley; Shirley (1849) by Charlot;e Bront&; Alton Locke

(1850) by Charles Kingaley; North and. South (1854-55) by Elizabeth

Gaskell; Hard Times (1854) by Chap}es Dickens; and felix‘Holt (1866) by
George Eliot. - . ) . _ o . '

‘One of the books which I ghall,omig }rom tﬁis lkst is Hard Times,
and the reasoh is‘this. Very briefly, the nineteenth century inherited

)

from the eighteenth at least two reasonably'dietinctotfaditidns in the
: S

novel.. One of them' begins with ﬁichardsén and descends through Jane
Austébf All the writers mentioned above except Dickens wrote within
this tradigion. Diékens, on the other hand, desceads from his own pro-'
fessed exemplars, Fielding and Sﬁollett. The two traditions are so dif—
ferent in” purpose and method that any combarison between two writers,

one of whom belongs to each, would need to concérn .itself at some length

with the diFFeréncea between the two traditions. Since these differ-

-

P A A T |
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. ) !
. . , ¢ .

‘?ences T%fa no part of the(subjebt of this thesis, 1 h;ve reluctantly
decided not to give individusl consideration to~Hard Times, although it

is otherwise well-qualified for inclusion. T ‘%
- 3 i
Two of the novels I do propose to tonsider require a word of justi-

fication. "The "Condition of England" debate was a response to that part

of class-conflict which arose specifically out of the rapid industrial-

isation of many towns and cities, especially in the North of England; in

) . .
other words, to the comblex of issues which surrounded the Charter,

Most of the novels on my list were written beFore, ‘in, or shortly after

1848.> Fellx Holt, éwbllshed in 1866, seems to be something of an after-
thought. It is suitable for inclusion, however, because it deals with
-,- working-class characters, with their relations with each other and with

members of the middle-to-upper class in a time of ihtense class

3

conflict. Likewise, although Shirley looks back to the 'time of Luddism,
the issues it deals with are in essence the same as those that were

being pﬁblicly debated at .the time of its composition. The structure of

society as a whole is dealt with far more comprehensively by Bleak House
and Middlemarch than by any of the six novels on my list; what they have

. : . . & -
in common is a preoccupation with what has come to be known as indust-

rial relations and with what each of their authors perceives to be its

o

Ti?t important corollaries. -
o //jiihhat follows I am going to, use the terms "wofking class" and

\(middle class" extensively. It is therefore important to éxplain at the
ohtset exactly what I mean by the concept of "social class". The
-

concept is' so thoroughly ingrained in the English. consciousness that it
\

rarely occurs to anyone to ask how long it has been there. 1f pressed

for an answer,'the English would probably think of mediaeval barons and

- @
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serfs, and ;eply that there has been class in England for as ioﬁé as the

English have been there. They would be surprised to learn that the con-

a

cept has only originated within the last two centuries; that Adam Smith,

for instance (though ednittedly not an Englishman), never uses the word

"class" in its modepn sense. As Asa Briggs sdys:

<

The concept of social "class" with all its attendant termino-

logy was a. product of the large-scale 'economyg and‘ social
6hanggs of the'iate eighteenth and early nineteenth centlries.
Beéore the rise of modern industry writers on society spoke of
"ranks", "orders", and '"degrees" or, when they wished to

direct attention to 'particular econonic gfoupinds, of

-
.

’ thx<\ "interests".l

-

It ‘kg\j!;?ortant‘ to note here that Briggs is talking about the

»

¢

concept of "cleas", not the phenomenon. That concept is a pz&ﬂuct oF‘

the Industrial Revolution. Before that time it did-not exist, and ever
’ . /
since that time .it has existed. But that statement needs two qualifica-

tions. ’
'Firstly, what . was happening in the first half of" the ninefeenth
century was not merely the rise in iﬁporfance of one section of socfety

as compared with anotker, but a fundamental change in the very structure

of society, against which particular social groups could be defined.

Like any social change, however rapid, this one took time to accomplish,

and there was a period during which these two structures coexisted,

before one fully replaced the other. Jane Austen, at the bggiﬁning of

the ceptury, lived in a period when .the new structure was making major

» v

advances on the old, yet despite her conscientious retailiﬁg of how many
\ .

thousands a' year every eligihle young .gentleman may‘have rbd at his

E ’ « >
.

"
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3

‘li!p /
disposal, she shows no interest whatever in the concept of "class". It

is possible,&xheréﬁore, to speak of "conflict" in twe quite sgparate
ways. - First té;ie is the way in which it is most commonly understood
tode;, the conflicﬁ between two social groups whose interests collide-
This can be, as it is today, the cthlict between Labour and Capital,
but it can also be: between baron‘and gserf or even colonist and’subject
people. In other words, conflict exists between two (qr more) gqroups

1.
within the same social structure,  whatever that structure may be.

Secondly, in a society that is undergoing rapid:snd fundamental change,
"conflict" may be understood to exist between the structure that is

fading and the one that is struggling to replace it. The interests of

A

the landowner and the capitalist are -- or are seen to be -- in conflict:

with each other, as are those of the agricultural worker and the factory
operative. This 1issue is particplerly~jrelevant "in connexion with

Shirley and North and South, and will be dealt with at greatér length in

the chapters concerning those books.

Secondly, it must be emphasised that although the rate of social
change was particularly rapid in the early;niﬁeteenéh century, change
was‘going on before that period and has continued to go on since. The
advent of the concept of "class" did not, in a few decades, turn a
static agrarian and aristocratic society into a static industrial and
cabitalis@ one. The phenomenon of class, as distinct from the concept,
does not remain static. To be working-class in 1987 does not mean what

'

it did in lé47. E.P. Thompson gives this brief definition of claas:

-

By class I understand- an historical phenomenon, unifying a

9 R e

number of disparate and seemingly unconﬁécted events, both in

. the '‘raw material of experience and in consciousness. I
X

~

o "
R

’
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ﬁ ] emphesise that it iéyen historicel phenomenon. I do not see ‘
" cless as a "structure", nor even as a "catqury", but as some-
thirig.which .in fact happens (and can be shown to. have hap-
pened) in human relationships.2
Class, then, is not a thing, but a relationship between people. It is a
relationship which can arouse feelings of solidgrity or hostility, of
‘ rightness or wrongness, but any definition which presents it as ;.thing
’ which.can exist in the abstract is either’misleadingﬁor meaningléss. In
the firat half°of the nineteenth century, when ;ommunication was incred- .
}bl} gparse by madern standards and when even literacy was exceptional
among those at the very bottom of the various social stratg, there
- ;xisted a.neW'bpt rapidly growing induatriql proletariat in th:jzorth of
i England, and a large and ‘long-established body of "urban poor" in
London. With certain individual exceptions, these two ,groups did not
perceive themselves as bé&onging to a common class, o;/to any- other
social grouping within their power to defiﬁe. Their treditiong, their
culturq, and even their language differed so radically that most of them
would hawe found the idea that they had anything in common quite risi-
ble. But from two important viewpoints, it is posasible to see that each
“ of these groups did belong to what is now called\tﬁe working class? One
207 of these viewpoints is that -of modern hindsight. We can®»see that the
two groups had a common rdlationship, both to inanimate objects (which
they did not own) and to other social groups (who had power ove; them).
The other viewpoint is that of the other social groups, who, whether or
not they used the .terminology of class, could seé quite clearly that

between them the two groups constituted "the poor", and that "the poor"

Qreaentgd them with intense problems, which might be pragmatic or moral

-« ™
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* or both. The essential point that the two groups have in common with
each other, as well as with the present-day Engflish working, cless, is
not their economic status, but the relationship in which they stard to

their surroundings, both’hdman and inanimate..

- ) I

As I said at the outset, the novels to be considered here were
. written by the middle class ai)out the working class f't;r the: middle
claas.‘ It is generally thought éhat, apart from a Few excepti;%l
indiyviduals, the working claés themselves were not reading fiction for
the simple reason that i}'._hey were 'illiterate'.' While it is true that many
of them wére, illiteracy was by no means.huniver’sal 'amémg them. Carlo M.
Cipolla qstimates that ir‘w 1850 between tt:irty\ar'wd thirty-three per cent
of the adult population of England and Wales was illiterate.? By
"adult" Cipolla means’ anyone over the\qg;e of ten, and by "illiterate"” he Y‘-:';’\.
means "unable to read". His figures reflect génerously on the state of

W .
literacy in England and Wales, since, ss he points out elsewhere in his

book, there nust have .;e-en a large' (théugh not accurately calculablfe) .
number of people who could read ,ah 1it§l§’ané perhaps even write a
’1ittle, but who did. not have the sgkill to'read even the sin’:plest conti-\ ",
nuous text for pleasure. Nevérthelesa, that left a sufficient nﬁmber of
-.¢.. working-class )people who had the necessary sgkill to constitute s
) substantial market for popular fiction. ¢ In an exhaustive s&tudy of the !
subject, Louis James has shown that the period 1830-50 saw the beginning ’
of the modern disti’nction between "high-brow" and "low-brow" fiction:
The destryction 9f‘ the old poetic traditions was not ’.the only
disaster to popular literature. Shoddy and poor as much of it

had been in the past, it™vas expensive and rare enough to be

v;rlitten to keep; the mass literature in penny numbers was
4

»

-~

A )
{
>
'
]
\
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The fiction produced for the working c{gsé was for the most part formu-

»

S 0'Reilly 7
@eant to please for a few hours, and the less [sic] demands it

made on the comprehension of the tired workman the»ﬁetter.

-

" . The need for a constant stream of material also meant s lower-

‘ing in quality.' Fiction has always been written for money,

i

. - . g, ) .
but a massive commercial enterprise gyfg:ang for the transient

-

stimulation of bored-minds meant something new... The era of

- . Y

mass popular fiction had arrived.4

lait, highly stylised romance. \Nobody expected the working class to

read Condition of England novels. Meanwhile it is'a matter of fact-that

Dispgeli, Bronté, Gaskell, Kingsley, Eligt and even Dickens -- though he

had known real haldship as a child -- were themselves middle-class.

¢

v
These middle-clasd novelists, writing for their middle-clasg read-

~

ers, were working in a middle-class tradition. What was new was their

working-class subject matter. Taking Robinson Crusoe -- the.earliest

estimate -~ as the-first novel, in M45, when 5Sybil was published, the

-

novel was only a hundred and twenty-six.years old. As lan Watt has

-~ shown, the rise of- the novel is closely assogiaﬁed with the correspond-

o » '
- ing rise of the middle class in the eighteenth century. According to

Watt, there are two principal reasons far this. Thé first is practi-

\

cal:

7

de ‘t"'“'“ i
e

THE price of q9vels . : .~ though moderate when compared to
larger works, ﬁbé still far beyond the' means of any except the
the cbmfortabl} off.. Tam,Jdnes, for example, cost more than a
lqbourép's,éver;ge weekkf wage. Itlis»cegtain, therefore,
that the novel's audience was not drawé fﬁgh such a wide

cross-gsection of societi B8, for example, that of Elizabethan

: 1

(AN
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drama. All but the destituge haé beeﬁ able to afford a ﬁenny
accasionally to stand in the pit of the Globe; it was no m;re
than the’ppice;of avquarg df ale..'Ihe price 9? a novel, on
tDé other hand, would feed' a family for a week or two. This
’ ni; important. The novel in the eighteenth century was loser
to ;he‘economic capacity of the middle-clasg additions to the
reading ﬁuﬁlic then were many of the established and respecta-
.ble forms Sf- literature and scholarship, buf it was not,
: str}étly“sﬁeakfng, a popular literary form.5 . \

As Watt eayé, this is imppétant. In the early history of the novel, the

new genre was being addressed to a very specific audience. Circulating

libraries did not begin to appear until the later part of the eighteenth .

[y

century, and the price of a novel was beyond] the means of fhe‘poorer

sections of society, so there was no point,

‘in addgfssing it to them.

The intelfiiéntsié looked down on the mere 88¥1ing .of tales in prose and

preferred to go on reading more traditionaf¢iforms of literature, so

there was no point in the novel s beiné adare;sed to them (Fielding, it

musy”Eé admitted, T?de.some attempt.go do this, Sut skill drew most of

hig audience from the middle class). There'weré thhs strong economic
~ .

and desthetic pressures on the./qfrly poveligts to direct their work

towards the bourgeoisie; thé social stratum’ to which they themselves

belonged. The early novels are accordingly riddled”with the concerns

and values of- the bourgeoisie. For the present, only one of these neeﬁ‘

égncern us: individﬂhlism. For the first tiqg/infﬂ§etewn literature, as

Watt says:
Al . - & /
+ « - the actors in thevplot and the scene of their actions

hed to be placed in a newwlitérary perspectives the plot had

2

, ¢ o P

g
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\\
to be acted by particular people in particular circumatancjs,
rather than, as had been common in the past, by general human
typea against a background primarily determined by the appro-

pria&e literary convention.6

Watt associates this with the movement towards "realism" in both litera—
ture and philosophy: éj ) )

+ « » both tg; philosophical and the literary innovationalmust
be seen as parallel manifestations of lgrger'change -~ that
J;st tranaformation‘of Qestern civilization since the'Renais-‘
sance whiéh has replaced the \unified Qﬁrld picture of the -
Middle Ages with another very' different one -- one thch‘
presents ,us, essentially, with a developing but: unﬁlaﬁned

-aggregate of particular 1nd1viduala having partlcular experl—

ences at partlcular times and at particular places 7

H

_The rise of the novel was as startlingly rapld as.that of the bour-

~~

geoisie. The eighteenth century was largely a time of gxperimentation
in the new genre, but by the early decades of the nineteenth century, at
leggt two tr;ditiona had been quite firmly established. (A third, ﬁegun
by Sterne, did not become(a tradition uAtil the present centurxf) The
two principal tradition;'were ushered in by Richardson and Fielding
regpectively. As I ha;e already said, it was to the dominant, Richard-
sonian tradition that all'but one of the Condition of Endgland novelists
owed‘allegiance, and it was this tradition which laid the greater empha-
8is on the particularity -- and therefore the individualism ~- thatIWatp
discusses. Probably the axmplest way to express the history of the

English novel is to divide it ingo three broad phases: the eighteenth -

century, a period of innovation and experimentation; the nineteenth

<

o .-

- A
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#» .
century, a period of consolidation; .and the twentieth century, a period

of fuxith.fzr experimentation and, possiblyjy disintegrafion. Part of the
aim of thig thesis is to examine some of -the weakness of this view as it
relates to the nineteenth century, but allowing for the fact that it is

a simplification, there are elements of truth in it. As 7.B. Tomlinson

says: \ . . .
In a society which, tHough in ,the upshot more peaceful

- . than most parts of the Europe that led up to and cbntiqued
" from 1848, was still torn by class-conflict e‘mdlthg developing

0‘
industrial revolution, the English novel emerges, as -broadly
g 3

qpeéi(ing a middle-class, and very stable ente'rprise o e .
o to put it with more historical accuracy:-what seems to me to
have happéned was that writers from Jane Austen onwards-picked

- » up leads developed in the mai_n by Richardson, whose heroines

> . - grasp, unconsciously.perhaps but very accuratgly. the mixture
. of personal and economic factors surrounding them, and then
went on> to develop the middle-class ‘and bourgeois ir;tereéts
that he had distilled ‘as one at - least of the no:el'a main
concerns . . [Clertainly by the mid-century a hundred

years ‘after Richardson, there is no doubt apout the status and
function of the English” novel:-it is 'very much a middi.erzleas
‘ \

enterprise.8 , .

P

It is important at this point to distinguish between' two ways in

which cldss can impinge upon the novel: class as data and class as

'

theme. The early novelists, notably Richardson, exhibited, an extensive

interest in those divisions of society which, conceptually at least,

were the immediate’ predecessors of class. Richardson's heroines, ag -



t
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Tomlinson says, are to a greatvextent aware of the social and economic

relations in which they stand to members of, other social groups; to the

extent that they are not aware af it, Richardson is, and he makes this

- \qdite clear to his readers. But this ewareness is part of the particu-

) ’

’larily of time, place and person to which Watt draws attention, .and in

the end it is the particularity of person only which is of aver-riding

thematic concern to the novejist. Richardson understands the exheﬁt to

L3

which the personalities and destinies of Pamela and Clarissa are deter-

mined by social and- economiec factors, but his overwhelming intefbét is

in the heroines. themselves and in how they interact with individual

‘members of other social gréups. That, essentially, is what I mean by

‘class as data. Class as theme, on the other hand, is the goal to which

the Condition of England novelists aspired: Their works are basically

romans & thdse, and their theses concern, not individuais, but broad

"masses of people. But the novel, déspite its youth, had by their time

'%ecome firmly entrenched in a thoroughly bourgeois, and therefore

individualistic, outlook. \One of the major problems facing these novel-

r

ists, therefore, was that of reconciling the hsaaof an individualistic

medium -- the novel -- with an ideological purpose -- an analysis of the

problems. of industrialisation, together with, perhaps, some projected

golutions. For the most parf, their attempted resolutions of this prob-

. ..lem took the form of introducing lpve-stéries between members of oppos-

ing social classes. Tomlinson finds this resolution an uneasy one:

’

There is a more general malaise . . . operating, I think, and

though it escapes final or complete diagnosis, one might

- approach an understanding of it by considering the persistent

diajunction in these novels between politics on the one hand,

<

v
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and the rather unconvincing love-stories- very much on the

other.% . o ' -
, ~ It would be reasonable to raise ﬁf;ﬂ/the objection that since, as I

have already said, class is a process, a set'of_relationshipa between

people,”and not a static or abstract thing, theq a genre which is parti-

cufarly well-equipped to ;xplore relationships between‘membersibf\ohé

class should be equallyswell-equipped to explore relationships between

membgrs of another. The working class is, after all, compo;ed 6ﬂ ol
" individual men and women to precisely the same exten% as the middle

[N

--— class. The enswer-is that, in literature, individuality depends| more ony

the eye of the beholder thaen on ,the individual concerned. As' P.J.

Keating puts it:

C T ,Moat Qbrking-qlass novels are, in one way or another,

propaganaist. They are usually written by duthors who are not
wquing-claés, for am audience which is not working-class, anq
character and environment .- are presented so as to canain,
implicitly or explicitly, e class judgement. The author. may
wish;io-show, for insﬁancé, that the working classes are basi-
cally no diFFereqt from other people, of that they are, in a
gpiritual sense &t least, more fortunate than other social

‘ gfoup;; or that they are not at heart violent and so long a8

. their just complaints are listened to .sympathetically the

middle A and upper classes hdve ngthing to fear from them.

Or even more directly, that they need help, that they

) i " shouldn't grink, that more schools,  hospitals or workhouses -~
B b \ .

as the case may be -- shoulgfb built for them. Put simply

the moat~import§nt single fact/about the fFictional working man




“0'Reilly 13 :

is his class.lD . , ) i P

Members of the working class weée/ of course as differé from one
another as members of the middle\clgaa. But seen from éhg éther side of
the enormous gulf which divided the two classes, individual .differences
were subsumed under class-similarities. Those noyeliéts who were sympa-
thetic to the pl%ght of the workiné class were at pains to show differ-
ences between its individual members. Thgy-were aware that many m;mbgrs
of their own class saw the wofking class as a vast mass of undifferenti-
ated (semi-) humanity, and it was part of thei; thesis to show that
these people were in fact indiv?dual huaan beings. But that raised a
furthér problem. Jane Austen, wrigipg of her own class, did not have to

»
formulate a thesis that its members differed from one another; that was

\ v

' already obvious both to her and to her readgrs. She wrote from an inti-

mate knowledge of the people she was writing about. The Condition of

. England novelists, on the other hand, set out consciously to demonstrate

individual differences émong the people they were writing about, and
what they proauced wag the result &F a mixture of imagination and deli-
berate research, which is a very different and inferior thing to inti-
mate personal knowlegge.

The middle class's ignorance-of the working cldss deserves some
emphasis in this age of easy communications and class-mobility. Mrs.

Jellyby's preoccupation with Borioboola-Gha in Bleak House is a direct

satir;callatteck on it. Largely congurrent with the industrialisation
of England was thé gxpension of the British Empire. This was of course
a purely economic enterprise, but i£ was attended with much self-
righteous determination to "civilise" or "Christianise" the inhabitants

of what is now known as the Third World. Many middle-class ladies --

~
qa
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éhd semé gentlémen > with little else to do were‘buaiiy engaged fin
?har ‘table schemes to"bring about this ostenéib}x philantgropic end.
’_ﬁgénwhile, like Mrs. Jellygy®s Ffamily, .many o;wfheyr own compatriots
//Qere g?andoned to hunger uéqqalor and ignoran?e. ’ Some mitigation of
/" this misdirected aétivity is provided by the fact -that the industria%

. working class lived inﬂ the North of England, "wﬁilq the middle-class
philgnthropists tended to live in\ the South{ and"the two were even
furéher apart then than they are now. But that is at best a very par:
tial mitigation, since there was also poverty on a vast scale ;ight on
the doorgteps of'the philanthropists in London. .From the perspective of
the late twentieth century it’ is h;rd to sppreciate the extent‘of that
separation of one class fromqgnother wﬁiéh.prompted 6i%gaeli to subtitle
Sybil "The Two Nations". The extent of the aepérﬁtion may be-illustra- -
ted by the folléwin§~ahotation from T.H. Huxley, the force of which is
best appreciated in the light of the depth to which racism permeated the
Victoriag consciousness: "The Polynésian savage in his mosf primitive

‘ con&ition is not helflsé savage, S0 unclean, so irreclaimable as the
tenant of a tenement in an East ‘London slum".ll  This is what‘ Asa
Briggs has to‘say on the subject:.

From about the i8303 and abs onwards, people did begin t; use

the imhgerf of two nations in one. Within one city, you could

actually have communities-which were, in effect, in their ways

- -

of life, in their perceptions of'lﬁfe, totally separated from
each otﬁer. So that contemporariéa said that they Were as
yidely separated from each other as if they were living in
- different continents even -- one in‘AFrica and one in Europe.

There was also the idea at various points in the 19th century

1
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that the best way to approach the kind of sights that you

would see if you went into’ the poorest aieas was rather like_

an explorer going into a dark continent. Aﬁd, of course, the

‘ mysteries of these places began to be interesting.l2

To some degree each of the novelists we are going to congider Qas

Jjust such an explorer. But they were also creative artists. }he ex-

plorer best known for his work as an explorer’ was Heﬁry Mayhﬁw. In 1849

he wrote a series of articles for the Morning Chronicle, 'which were

lafer gatheréd togethér in book. form and pubiished as London Labour and

. the London Poor. His readers were as shocked by what he had to report

as by anytﬁing sent back from Africa, the mgre gb because what he had to

tell them was happening under their, own noses. His descriptions «of

" poverty and all its attendant miseries are moving end shocking. But the

fact thafithé Victorian working class lived for the most part in un-
beliéyable squalor is well known now, and to pile up details would be
merely-sensationalist. What is more pertinent to the present purpose is
what Mayhew discovered about the soéial relations in which a majorify of

Londoners lived. He reported, not on a society within a society, but on

a whole series of overlapping societies, each with its own values,

= {

manhers and beliefs. Workiﬁg~before the invention of the tape recorder,

)

he must have had either an astounding memory or a very plausible imagi-

2

nation, for he claimed to have recorded verbatim the statements of many
of those he interviewed. What are now popularly known as "Victorian
values" were of course the values of the Victorian bourgecisie. As Marx

and Engels say:

b

-~

For' each new cless which puts itself in the place of oné

ruling before it, is compelled, merely in order to 'carry,

BRI
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thrdzaﬁ\ita aim, to represént lga interests as the com@on
interesfiﬁoﬁ all the members of aggieéy, that is, expressed in
,ideal form:.it has to give its 1&8&3 the form of universality,
and represent them as the only rational, universally valid

ones.13

'
Rl

This 'is of cqurse true of all societies, yet there is a curious sense‘in
which it epbears to be particularly tipe of Victorian Society. But dif-
fering coz_ifs of morality did exist. I will gi*véothree examples from
Mayhew. - X .

In the first example an-old woman who sells sgheep's trotters is

- abused by a wbman in a public hause. The landlord intervenes-with kind--

ness. The old woman says to Mayhew:
"She wasn't a woman Pf the. town as/usqp me' so. I have had
worse sauce from modest women, as they called themselves, than
from the womeh of'éhe town, for ;nenfy -of them knows what

_poverty is, and is civiler, poor things -- yes, I'm suré 6F

that, though it's a shocking.life.— 0, shocking!"l4

.ng bourgeois perception of a prostitute was of a woman bereft of #1

morality: The" trotter-seller testifies, not only thaé prostitutes were
» .

kind and sensitive to those with whom the; shared the plight of poverty,
but that by aome,‘at léast, of the working class, this was seen ag more
important than the way they earn?d,theié living. -And what‘makés.tﬁia
the more significant is that prostitutes were not a minority group
living on the "fringé? of society; oné estimete puts the number of
prostitutes at about eight per cent of all women 1@ Victorian

London.15 Of course this notion has ossified into the modecn cliché

, of the "whore with a big heart", but‘éo the average Victorian bourgeois
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mind the mere association of whores with hearts would have Eaeen_ shock-
ing.' A «

Although the nineteenth century was a time 'of religious, as well as

palitical, controversy, the hold of Christianity, .end partirgylar‘ly of .

Ch'riatian morality, on the nlliddle’ class was still extremely strong in

the 1840s. This is what a costermonger had to say to Mayhew on the

1.4

"I have heerd a little about our Saviour -- the\( seem to say
N =~ )

cove's to‘forgive a feller as hits you, I should say he know'd

<

- nothing about it .. . . Before father died, I used sometimes

' to séy my prayers, but after that méther was too busy tjetting

4

a living to mind about my pray‘ing. Yes, I knows! -- in' the -

Lord'¥ prayer they says, 'i"orgive us our trespasses, és we
forgives them as treé’ﬁesses. agin us'. It's a very good thing,

in coorse, but no costermongers can't do it."l6

)

g

Ironicaliy, t;s anticipates much of the scholarly New Testament eriti-.

o come in the ensuing century or so: the recognition that
as a 'aystem hof_morality the teachings of Jesus as -portrayed in the

gospels are simply imp_racticable. Elsewhere, Mayhew describes in some

detail the system of values which governs the costermongers' behaviour.
L]

It is in some respects quite similar to that of society at large', but it

. [ 4
is not, like that of many members of the middle class, hypocritical, in -

,

that it does not profess one morality and practiée another. -
As .a Final example, there is the behaviour of the dredgermen, who

dredge the river l"‘or,famong other things, corpses:
" ¢ - - - *

.« . . nd\body recovered by a dredgerman ever happens to h‘ave

.

he were 'a goodish kind of a man; but iFJhe says as how a
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' , .. any mone; about it, wh;n brought'to shore. There may, indeed,
be a wgtch in the fob or waistéoat pocket, for "that argé?le
would be Ii&éi; to be ££§Sgd. * +. . The dredgers cannot by
'aAy reasoning‘dr argumeﬁtQBe made to comprehend that there is
anything like dishonesty im emptying the pockets of a dead
/ . ’ man. fhey consider them as their just perqufgitea. Tgey say
| . that anyone who finds a body doe; precisely the same, and that

—— 4

if they did not do so the police #Wuld. After having hed all

" the trouble and labour, they allege that they have a much

’

better right to 'whatever is to be got, than the police who
have had nothiqg wnate;e;'to do wifﬁ it.17

N ' What the dredgermen do ip certainly illegal, and. by bourgéois standards

, it is also immoral, but {ﬁ esgence their view merely refleéta an -alder-

napive perspective on rights to property and payment. They do ﬁ;t rob

living people, but they do not see in what sense a dead man can be said

i to own anything. And since society does not pay them for this part of

;heir .wbrk, they éconsider (it only 1gst to pay themaeLyes from the

obvious source.

In all three examples cited, the behaviour of ihe'working—class

people Mayﬁew encountered is not the product of a lack of morality, but

'thaF of a.monal code wﬁich differed f?om that of the ruling class. unf,

" in the light of Marx's and Engels's observation, it is very easy to‘sée

how from a bourgeois poini of view their behaviour can be seen as simply

immoral. And since ignorance is a major corollary of poverty, even the

‘best-intentioned bourgeois "explorers" of the wofking class were very

prone to see working-class behaviour as merely the product of an ignor-

ance of middle-ciéss values. It is a situation analogous to that of the
. e

o
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missionaries who went out to "ci.v!.nllae" anq "Christianise" the "savages"
of Africa and elsewhere, without. ever considering that civilisation and
_.gdligion can take forms different to, but just as valid as, their own.
' The explorers were, . withaut exception, "advocates" of‘ the working
claaa. “Their- perception of the malaise from which England was suffer-
. . ing waa thaet it~ proceeded primarily from a lack of ‘mutual underetanding
. | between the working and the middle class. Their own role was to _plead
the case of the wofking class before the court of the middle class, A But
since the middle class, which embodied t:he dominant value-system of the o
tim‘e, was likely, to perceive any other system of valuesg as :'devient" and
"inferiot;;' -- or just plain non-existent -- the novelists worked L;nder a
high degree of seif-generated preasure'to present their "clients" as
replicas of the middle class: mfaterially poorer, of course, and with
rather rougher manners, but essentially similar to their "be‘tters". !

This process of "bourgeoimofphism" undoubtedly increased the level of

<

support for what the novelists were trying to do, but at the same time,
compounded with th/ey'noveliste' relative ignorance of the people they

were writing about; it produced an inevitable distortion of reality.

-
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- Chapter One : S

Benjamin Disraeli

Although Sybil is now one of the less widely-read of the novels
under consideration, it is still read (Penguin reissued it in 1980) for

two obvious reasons: its auth'or went on to become one of Britain's best-

knowo2Prime Ministers; and its subtitle -- "The Two Nations" =- has

" entered the language to such an extent that there are many people. who

are familiar with the expression but unaware of its origin.

The novel 1tself‘ is a curious mlxture, it folldws public events in
England from 1837 to' 1844 with considerable historlcal fidelity, but it

weaves into the I(;bri.c of those events an improbeble personal story

which-is at times unintentionz&ly hilarious. Disraeli combines penetra-

ting insights into personal mot?vetions and political machinations with

a preposterously naive th ory of hiatory and the consequent nostrum for

!
s \
Disraeli's theory of( istory is lcgman;ic, Catholic, Monarchist, and

impossible to set out in a systemetic way because of its inherent anti-
rationalism. Among the villains of Disraeli's acheme, of things qar"e the |

. families which were elevated to the aristocracy as a Tresult of the

-
"Glorious’ Revolution" of 1688. The novel's hero, Egremont, is the

-

younger brother of the current’ Lord Marney, and although, there were

lor.da of Marney before 1688, they were of an opportunist character:

‘But in 1688, alarmed at the prevalent impresaion that\King-

‘James 1&ended to ina1st on the restitution of the Church
estatesvto them original purposes, to wit, the educstion of

the people én& the ma'ﬁtenancé of the poor, the Lord of Marney

t -

i
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,'bgpame a warm adherent of "civil and religioﬁq liberty" . . .

-

¢ ~and joined the ofﬁer Whig lordsa/and great lay -improprietors,
Ry . * Lo
in call{ng over the Prince of Orange and a:Dutch army, to

!

v}ndicate those popular principles which, somehow or other,

the people would never support. (35ﬁ§?// .
In fact the arigtocratic status of the Egremoni family is the result of

“the assiduous efforts of.one Baldwin Greymoynt to assist Henry VIII in

“ )

the éuppreesion‘of the monasteries. Baldwin's descendants, according to
. ) . ’ L ;™

Al

the Disraeli 'theory of history, are therefore morally tainted. Exactly

why Egremont is an exception to this is never specified.
3 = [y
A Disraeli had, probably, a genuine sympathy for the suffering of the
- ‘R\ 3 13 I3 I3
S poor. He explains the higtorical origin of their plight in his third
. - \J , [ -
chapter, where he blames it on "Dutch finance", "French war" and -"the

Venetian Party". Thesé ideas are ‘too outlandish -- Louis Cazamian Qallé

——

‘them "this farrago of imaginary history"l -- to be worth elucidating}
' o
but his broad scheme of things comprises solidarity with the ‘monarchy,

the "people", the "real" (i.e. Saxon) aristocracy and™ the Church
.

- (although he never makes ._it} absolutedly explicit, it is fairly clear

LR

that he meané the Church of Rome). The villains of the piece are the
capitalists and the newL{-created (i.e. Whig) aristocracy. At one point
. - he speaks of i}ﬁe priesf and . . . the gentleman, the ancient champions
;f the peoplé against a;bitfary courts and rapacious parliaments" (331).
The novel contains a gobd deal of very biting sati}e on the way in which
° geats and.Qoies in Parliament are won and iosti He exposes the absolute
pragmatic cynicism of'thig process. One of the most efFecéive elements

in the novel 1§ "the way in which he juxtaposes _such scenes in the

salons of Westmister with scenes showing the infinitely greater

‘
[}

;':
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8implicity and honesty of working-class characters.- .

r

This is not to say, however, that the brilliance and authenticity

of the political (i.e. parliamentary) scenes are remotely matched by the

working-class scenes. Cazamidy recognized this ih 1903: "Sybil tellé

us everything about working-class \ife that one would'expect a highly

p—

intelligent and politically well-infurmed tourist to bring away from a

quick survey of the situstion."2 Byt even in 1845, the year of the

novel's publicatién, readers were noticing,that'in attemdtiqg tb portray
wonking-clas; life, Disraeli .was venturiqé( into uncértain territory.
"The following is from a review of Sybil by W.M. Thackeray:
' His aim would eppear to be to take ; gigncg\?b the whole cycle
'of labour: from the agricultﬁral he taéeq us to the manufac-
_turing and the mining districts. | Here, as Qe fancy, his
descriptions Fail;'not from wang of sympathy, but from want of
\éxperignce and ?amiliarity with the subject. A man who was
really femiliar with the” mill and -the mine might now, we’

should think, awaken great public attention as’'a novelist. It

is a magnificent and untrodden field . + . to describe ‘it

-

well, a man should be born to it. We want a Boz from among

the miners or tHe manufactories to'detail their way;\of york
and pleasure. -- to descSEbe their feeiings, interests, and
lives, public and S%ivate.3
When Disrael§VQescribes the conditions under which working-class people
live, his prose assumes the tone of ani?hdigpant travelogue. Consider;
for example, his description of the dwellings of Marngy:”
/ " These wretched tenements seldom consisted of more than,

IS

two rooms, in one of which the whole family, however numerous,

P

%

I
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were obliged to sleep, without distinction® of age, or éex; or

*

x v

suffering. With the water streaming down the walls, the light

distinguished through. the roof, with no hearth even in winter, |
the virtuous mother in the sacred pangs Sf childbirgh, gives
forth another victim “to our thoughtless bivilizétion; sur-
rounded by three generations'whoae inevitable presence is more
painful then hervsuf%erings in that Qour of trévail; while the

~ v

father of her coming child, in another corner of the sordid

'chamber, lies stricken by that typhus which his contaminating

dwelling has bregthed into his veins, and for whose next prey

is perhaps destined, hHis new-born child. These swarming walls

had'neither windows nor ‘doors sufficient to keep out weather,

or admit the sun or supply_the meaﬁs of ventilation; the humid

A\

and putrid rdqf of thatch exhaliﬁg malarie like all other
decayiné vegetable mafféé.— The dwelling tooms were neither
boarded‘nor paved; and whether it’wqré,that some were situate
in low and'damp places, occasionally flooded by the river, and
usually much below the level of the roed; or that the springs,,
as was oftgn the tase, would burst through the mud,&}oor;'thé
ground was at no time better than so much clay, while some-
times you might see little channels cut frqm the centqg under
tke doorways to carry off the water, the door itself removed
from ita hinge: é resting place for.%nfancy in its deluged

home. Thede hovels were in many instances not provided with

" the commogeig convenieﬁcgs of the rudest police: contiguous to

every door might be observed the dung-heap on which every kind

of filth was accumulatéd, for the purpose of being disposed of

e
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for manure, .80 that, when the poor man opened his narrow

' t
habitation in the hope of refreshing it with the breeze .of

rd

summer, he was met with a mixture of gases from reeking dung-
hills. (81) ’

This is very shocking;]gut it is indiatinguiahab}e from wppt‘one might
find in a Blue Book. Like many passages in §Zﬂil’ it lacks the con-
creteness of fictionel writing; Disraeli is not g;scribing éhe home of
any particular agriculturgl worker, much less of a character in his
stoFy,' but merely comgiling an’ aggregate 'o}\ all the cgftages in the
town. = The passage qgoteq ig what one/might expect anyoné previously
unfamiliar with the town to write after one regsonebly conscientious
tour of inspection; expanded a little, it would make a good article for
a newégaper, égd it would carry no tinge of fiction. There‘are also one
or two underlyig; assumptions embodied in the lanqguage of the passage
which indicate that, however sincere the intention, the point of Vview is
-very much that of an outsider. It ig not merely that "the virtuous
motheg/ﬁn the sacred pangs of childbi?éL" is th; kind of language which
nq.working;class person, then or at any other time, would/uag, gﬁt also

/
that these conceptions of motherhood and childbirth are deeply réoted in

'middié:glass idealism. It is even more doubtful whether the'presénce of
her family hurts the mother more than her labour-pains.

Disraeli, then, is our first explorer in the dark continent of "the

poor"; he carries with him to that continent his cumbersome baggage of

m1ddle- and upper-class ideology, and he bringa it back intact.
Therfe are several elements which recur in many of the Condition of

England»novelé. One of them is the miaguidedneas of those philanthro-
r

pists who support the misgsionary efforts to "civiliae" ahd "convert"

- -
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« members of foreign societies when there is 80 much‘wirk of a similar

nature to be done at home. Here, for instance, Disreeli .is inveighing

) d _against the need of working-class mothers to put“their babies out to
| nurse so that they can go back to wofk:‘\‘ ’ ’
The'exbense is not great: laudenum and treacle, administered
in the shape of some poPular elixir, affords these innocents a
brief ‘taste of the sweets of existence, and, keeping them -
quiet, pfépapes them for the silencé of -their impéndiné grave;
r Infanticide is practised as extensively agd as legally, in:
h / England, a; iilis on the banks of tﬁe Genges; a circumsfance
There is, despite the racist assumptiom, aﬁradmireble indignation ip'thé
irony here. More specifically related: to thé issue of propagating

' Christianity is the confession of Faith of the girl Morley méets at

) Wodgate:

' S "Yes sir," sagd the girl with the vacant hecé and the
back like a-grasshopper; "I be a reg'lar, born Christian and my
mother afore me, and that's wﬁat few gals in the Yard can say.

, Thomas will take ~it to himself when work is slgck;’and he
’ ﬂ_w\; be:}eves now iH'Bur Lord and Saviour Rontius Pilate whg ﬁas

crucified to save our sins; and in Moses, Goliéth, and the
rest Pf the Apostles.”

"Ah! me{" thought Morley, "and could they not sparé one
Missionéry from ‘Tahitil for their fellow-countrymen _at

Wodgate!" (208)
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Another of these'recurreng themes aéain.copcerns "foreignera?,»tﬁough
this time in a qugﬁé;giff;fent sense of . the word. As I pointed out in
’thé Introduction, the English working class was b;‘no means a homo-
geneous bod& of ‘peoplq. Within the same town or region, different
occupational groups were of ten ignorant of and hostile to one qﬁotherf
To an eved~§ééaéér'extenp;‘tth|was trué of people from different parts

v

“of the country. Mowbray is in the industrial North ofr England; Suffolk

' is in' East Anglia, which even today is predominantly agricultural.

Dandy Mick and his friends aiscuss the importation of farm workers from
' Suffolk to work in' Mowbray: "'Ah! them's the himmigrants,' said
'Carolinei"ﬁhey'ré sold' out of~siavery, and ‘'sent down by Pickford's van

into the' labour market . to bring down ‘our wages'" (lSO).b Caroline's

, (presuqably) literal understanding of what she says clearly and economi-
\ ' § . .

‘cally underlines bath her ignorancé of and her hostility to this other

group of'English workers. At the same time there is a sense, not very

far removed from the iiteral, in'which,her statement is quite true. At

no great distance from Mowbray, there is a mining district. Here is a

fragment of convepgation among the miners:
"We had a Chartis% here the other day, but ge did ﬁot
understand our case at-all."
"] heerd him," said Master Nixon;\"but what's his Five
foints to us? Why, he a?n'f got Tommy among them."

i

"Nor long stints," said Waghorn.

\

"Nor butties,” said Juggins.

& "He's a pretty Feliow to come and talk to us," seid e
*collier. "He had never been down a pit in all his life.”
. (640) ' ‘ TN
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‘It is in passages such as this that Disraeli comes closest to accounting

for the failure of Chartism. The miners see clearly that the Chartist

8

delegate has- no specific understanding of their own peculiar problems,

but instead of trying to educaté him”on these points, .they dismiss him
g %

as unable to do anything for them. Theéy also fail to consider the

ﬁoasibility‘thbt theﬂé own perticulir grievances may be subsumed under
the Fi¢§ Points.
But.by‘Far the most significent point in this connexion occurs at
the-climactic end of the novel, where it is not the good ab‘tigans and -
. . operatives of Mowbray who instigate.the anarchic rampage that destroys
‘Mowbray Castle, but Bishop Hatton's Hell-Cats from Wodgate; these are,
‘as Disraeli has been at ‘pains to point out, "foreigners" to Mowbray.
'Sybil; who, alihough obviously attracted to Egremont, has refused to
consider marrying him Eecause he is her qlass—enemy,'ﬂinds herself with
the'Mowbr;y family at the time of the attack and pndergoes a consider-
able modification of loyalties-dutiﬁg it: v
"I see some Mowbray faces," cried Sybil/springinq for-
ward, with a flashing eye and glowing cheek. "Qamford'and

Samuel Carr: Bamford, if you be my father's friend, aid us
now; ahd Samuel Carr, I was with your mother this morning: did
she think I should meet her son thus? No, you shall not
?nter," said, Sgg}l ‘advancing. They{ recoﬁhiaed her, they
paused. "I know you, Couchman; you -told us once at the
. Convent that we might éummon you in our need.‘ I summon you
now. 0, men, mén!" she exclaimed, clasping hef hands. "What
ig this? Are you.led aQay by strangers to such deeds? Why, I

- . o .
know you all! You came here to aid, I am sure, and not to

-
-
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. ha@m. Guard these 433135; save them from ;hese foreignersl.
There's Butler, he'll go with ua,‘and Godfrey Wella. Shall.it
be said you let your neighbours be plundered and aas;ilea by
strangers qnd nevér tried to shield them? Now, my good
frignda, Ljentreat, I adjure you, Butler, Wells, Couchmen,
what would Walter Gerard aéy, your friend that you have so

' often followed, if he saw this?" (483)

The'Daudhter of the Peéple is here employing her consider;ble rhetorical

powers to ﬁeréuade the people of Mowbray to'change the'exie of their

loyalties; members of their own 'class are to become "strangers“ and

"foreigners" because they come from another part of England, wﬁiig the

Mowbray family, until very'recgntlx the oppfésaors and enemies of the

people, are transformed into "neigﬁbourg" because they %appen to live in

the same region. - ?

I w{ll retur9 to?Sybil's apostasy. At first sight it might appear
to be an example of the process I have called "bourgeoimorphism" (except
that the term is not altogether appropriate in Disreeli's case, as he
Qas openly hostile to tge bo;rgeoisie), but in fact it is more coﬁﬁlex
than that.. But that process -- or its Disraelian equivalent -- does
opergte in Sybil. When Warner, the handloom-wesver, for ingtance, is
destitute, his wife seriousiy Ell and his children starving, he is work-

-

ing on a'piece of material for which he has already been partly.paid.
"Don't you think, Warner," said his wif;, "thét you could
sell that piecé to some other person, and owe Barber for the
money he advanced?";*

"No!" said her husband fiercely. "I'll go straight.”

"And let your children starve," said his wife, "when ybu

! )

.
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) C

—could get five or six shillings at once. . . ." ,(153).

/— '

—

We are being asked to believe that this man cares more for the moral-
economic_ code which is itself responsible for his destitution than for
the iivea of his wife, hié.children and him§elf. The novelist béing
more bdwerful in his world than the philanthropist in his, Warner is
rewarded for h}s "hones;y" by the timely arrival of the angelic Sybil
and the' aaintly Mr. St. Lys. Within a conservative value-gystem,
refusal to go into debt is very admirable, but it ig a luxury few can

afford, and it is hard

-

to imagine any human bpiﬁg, egpecially one with
responsibilities to others besides himself, who would voluntarily choose

gstarvation over debt.
‘ ' 2

One curious element which is to be found in several of the novels
(though it is by no means confined to. the Condition of England novels)

is what might be described as '"the dog-index". Nineteenth-century

c

English novelists, whatever their ethical, philosophical, aesthetic,

political or religious differences, appear toshave agreed on one thing:

[y

that the ainglé most réliab}e arbiter of moral worth in a qb;racter is
always a dog. In Sybil it is Ha;olda who, like :mosf o;\ﬁhe hu;an
characters, must have his ;acial pedigree clearly stated; he is "a young
bloodhound of the anéient‘breed,.auch as are now found but in a few old
halls and granges in the north of Englaaé" (LSE). Obviously, Harold is
a Saxon dog. He is also a dog of -great perspicacity. The reader, along

L]

with the other human characters, has to wait a long time to discover the

‘villainous nature of Stephen Morley; Harold is aware of it much earl-

-

ier. On this occasion Morley and Egremont are visiting Gerard and Sybil

at'the;r cottage:. -

[} » - - }

Morley rose andggished them good night. He shook hands with

-

~
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Egremont and Sade him farewell with some ;brt.lptness. Harold
who seemed t'walf asleep st;ddenly sprung from the side of his
mistress and gave an agitated bark. Herold was néver very
friendly to Morley, who now tried to soothe him, but in vain.
The dog looked fiercely at’ him and barked ageln, but the

‘moment Morley had disappeared, Harold resumed his usual air of

AY

proud high-bred gentleness, and thrust his nose into the hand

LY

of Egremont, who patted him with fopdness. (244)
When Egremont leaves, he is attacked on the ionely road by a person he
‘ o~

fails to recognise. argld intervenes and geves his life. Lt is never

made entiﬂrely clear, but there is some reason to believe that Egremont’'s

attacker is Morley. * In any cese it is Morley who will eventually,try to 3

. ‘ S .
blackmail Sybil by offering to give her the means of saving her father's

-

_life only if she will promis}a to dissociate herself entirely from Egre-

mont. Harold's insight, courage and physical prowess are clearly ideals
- !

which few of the human charaater?\achieve.

P

The penultimate item on the 1ist of elements common to most or all

of our novels cdn be dealt with very briefly. It is Disraeli’'s attitude

to the Trades Unions, as exemplified in Daody Mick's Yinitiation" (see -

t

267-71). The treatment is t:ueither real'iatic nor satirical; it is a
piece of gx;osé libel which ‘reads like nothing so much as an.account of 8
«Black Maas,‘land beyond the fact that there were no doubt some'readers
who believed it, it does not deserve to be:taken seriously. After quot-
ing some e\xtracta from the paséage (and comparing the whole to a meeting
of the Ku Klux Klén), Mary Eagleton and David Pierce go on to say:

The distortion, of language in these quotations cannot be

explained by simple ignorance of working-class behaviour. The

\
'
"

}
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-beliefs that inform the language are that the working class .
N are dangerous, they are unstable and vlolé’r‘\t ’ ‘and that co‘lllec-

tive action is énarchié and mindless.4

The whole epieode'}s 80 exaggeratedly ludic'rogs that there .can reaily be
po ;lternative to fagleton's and P‘ierce's view.‘ '

l':i.nally, there is the matter of wf:at can be done to save the coun-
try from its current state of affairs. Although he has his own mystic
nostrum aboat the monarchy, the aristocracy and the priee.thood, Disraeli
shares with other  Condition of England no'velista the illusion that the

principal thing that .is lacKing is communicatjon between the classes.

! v i

~o

According to this view, the poor are suffering because the rich simply
do not know that they arg\au\f‘fering: an assertion which i;; contradicted
by Disraeli's own portrait of the cynical and inhuman l’_ord Marney. The
¢ - poor, corresﬁondir‘lgly, blame the rich for their piight becauﬁe they do
S/ not understand that the rich vtoo have their problems: an aas_erti‘on\
| which, ’apart from being blatantly insulting to the poor, is contradicted |
- . by the av;nbivalent figure of Stephen Morley, whose understanding of -
thiqga i?\“*geqeral—by-- fgr——exceeda_, that_o;anyhne_‘els,ek- in the novel.
! Nevertheless, the méssage tha'\: commun‘ication betw;aen the classes will
heal the rift is hammered home! and we are made to see it on both sides
of the rift. Nixon the miner, for 'insta'nce,, says to Morle;;:. ,
- "Arjq I'1l tell' you whet;, sir,’ that-I never knew the people
‘ play [striké] yet, but if a word had passed atween ‘them and
thb _@iainimastérs .afc)rehand, it mig'ht nt;t have RQeen s(ettled,
but yoi.l can’t get at them any way.. Atween the oor man and ~

the gentleman there ?mvet: w ‘no connectign, and that's the 4

Vo " wital mischief of this country." (182 f)
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. 4 < * ' .
This state of communication after which Nixon yearns is obviously rare

but it is not,(ci.n Disraeli's scheme of things, impossible. In order to

. ! @
achieve it, however, certain conditions must first be met. Mr.

. @

H

Trafford, we are told,

+ + . was the youngery son of a family that had for centuries
been planted in the land, but who, not satisfied with the
factitious considexz_ation with whfch society -Tcompens;tea the
- junior members of a territorial house for their eptail?d
poverty, had availed himself of some opportunities’ t;mt ’had
offered themselves, and had devoted his energies to’ those new

- T

sources of wealth that were unknown to his ancestors. H;a
operati,ons at first had b/een 'extreme'ly limiteld, like his
fortunes; but with a small capital, ’tl;ough,his'\prof'ltp were
not céns\iderable,' he at lehst gained experience. 'With gentle
blood ir\w his veins, and old Engl:i.ah feelingay he imbibed, at
an early period of his career, a corrgct_ conceptio’r‘\ of the
rela'tipns which should subsist between the employer and the
employed. He‘ fe'lt lthat between them t\h.e‘r:e should be other
. "ties than the payment and the receipt of wages. (224)

The prerequisite for humane cepitalism would seem ‘to Be that the

capita{ist. have "gentle blood in his veins and old English feelings".

The exact nature of such feelings is not specified. The. gristocratic

<

r\capitalist must also have "some opportunities"”, the ' nature of which

”

Disraeli evidently felt to be so obvio’ua as to require no explanation.

And the end result is that between employer and.employee hel:‘.g should

subsist "other ties than the payment and the receipt of waggs"( "To do

him justice, .Disraeli does elsewhere describe some of t,/he differences
-

/ -~

r
-
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between Traefford's fectoryland other factories, but it is a singulér and
perhaps psycholo\gically gignificant fact that he omit'ted from ‘his most
t"baeié account of the relations between employer and employee the fact
r~ . that the latterﬁis required to perf‘orm' work for his wages. Of course
the whole theme of improved con;tnuni’t:ation between the"classes is --
uncongciousl; or Btherwise -- nothing but a smokescieen to disguise the
fact that the interests®of capitalists and workers’ are by the very
nature of their relationséhip opposed; and that that relationship,
whether overtly or covertly, is n;césserily a hostile one. '
P.J. Keatir;g makes an intereaoting point which will* serve as a post-
: )

script to iti thgme of communicstien. As it'is us,uallx uﬁderstoo'&_, com-

v

munication ans a dialogue, a two-way process. Yet it is doul?tful

whether tﬁis is quite what Diax_:aeli had in mind. 'l'(eating first quotes

from Sybil: "'l tell yo‘u what,' said Mipk, with a knowing lo;Jk, and- in

a _ld\vered tone‘,’ 'the only, fhing, ‘my hearties, that can ;ave this here

natibn, ig -~ d - - strike'." Keaf:ing goes-on to talk z:bout the per-
ceived power of the industrial worker, and then says:

« \‘ i 4 wasl,hi,’s au'ff'ering to which novelists drew attention, but

ty . "his potential power that was their true concern. ‘The pogsibi-

' L - lity that the workers might have ideas of their own about the

. uses fo which this power could be put was discountenanced by

the novelists. On this subject they had made up their minds

o | .lon'gl before 'Ehey beganl their journeys north or put pen to

- . " paper. First and foremost they wege determined to-prove mis-_- '

£

-‘ e " guided anyone who thought like Dandy Mick.5

> ' ) _ I‘n the light of Keating's c,omment," as well as of the éxtent, of working-
o # tlaas input into the debate around ‘which Sybil is centred it would seem
e ' ‘ ' R

D . . -
. ‘ . \\ : . N h i ' '
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that the nature of the "communication" which Disraéff.envlsaged between

the classes was to consist of -the workers drawing atteétion to specific

A

grievances and those with the-poier deciding whether or'ngt they could

*

-

be redressed. , X

There are séveral aspects of &Hybil which place it firmly outside
any—tradition of the English novel qﬁat existed at the time of its
publication. One of the kéy strucgurel elements of tEEVPOOk is.thb love
story of Egremdﬁt and S{bll. Their bel;nging té different social

classes is by no means the only barrier to their union’ /f;remont, it is

fair to say, is Disrseli's best attempt at a flesh-and-blood living

portrait of a human being in fiction. Sybll, on the other hand, is a

L}

grotesque abstraction of idealised womanhoodw‘réligeoua fanaticism and
fantastic beauty. The novel as a whole is in fact an uncomfortable mix-
ture of satire, attempted realistic fiction and documentary-style

reporting, but ‘it isnin‘the figure of Sybil herself that the problem

»

becomes paftiédlarly‘acﬁte. As her father says of her, "'Sybil is right
to take the veil. She cannot lbok to mapriage§~no man that she could
;arry would be worthy:of her'" (347). The romantic étory of Sybil and
'Eg}emont takes a back seat throughout: the ‘novel, but its presence {is

necessary for two reasons. Their®marriage serves as a gsymbol of recon-
ciliation between the best of their respective classes. .Egrement,

v

acco}ding to Gazamian, "chooses a wife from among the enemies of his

hereditary caste, and by this marriage b&comes leader of a group we
=

recognise as Young Emgland."6 At the same time, in the 1B40s, a novel

o

without a love story would have been-a very rare phenomendn' "romantic

inxerestf was an. indispensible ing:ggient of the genre. Cazemian goes

on to'discuss the way Disraseli attempted go obviate the difflcu}tiés—of'

A Tq‘m

5:#*9
g
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- this peculiar union: )
\ / \
Disraeli is at pains throughout to soften the extravagant

',bolq?ess of Egremont's marriage: Gerard is not a common
A\ . N < . v )
' - woiker, but an .overseer; his manners and culture are those of
& a man from a higher clesé; and in the end it turns out that he
. - ‘ ¢ » \

is of aristocratic-descent: He has always been known to have

— o : come from a Famiiy distinguished before the Norman Conguest,

~
. ’ ‘ and 80 to be of "noble" Saxon birth. But Disraeli felt it

\ . necesgary tq provide him with a mo?elgefidite escutcheon: he .

i e préves to be the dgscendant of an aristocratic family whose &
N - property was seized at the Reformation. His deughéer, Sypil,

inherits the fortune and manor of the lords of Mowbray, thus
A " ' ‘ 5

¢ . ,
ﬁ bringing Egremont the gift ' he needs if he is to lead the new
- : Toryism."7 ) & Y
e ‘In'"aoftening the extravagaﬁt boldness" .of the marriage; Disraeli has of

;qurse undermined his initial symboiic purpose; far from marrying
5 "Seneagh" him, Egreﬁbét ascends the social ladQBP by harrxing Sybil. He -
has admittedli-been»strongly attracted to Sybil before finding out about ,
. : ' her arlstocratlc heritage, and the resistance to the marrxage .has come

from Sybik\*\\Butjkhe hllarlouély melodramatlc moment when she acknow-

/

ledges her love for him comes before she discovers that‘Per family's
._ claim to the earldom of Mowbray has been proved.' So Disraeli seems to ',

be.trying to have it both ways. On the one hand the initial '"courtship"

-

of §ybil and Egremonf gymbolises reconciliation between their classes;

13
[

on the other, their marriage is vindicated by their turning out to be of

“““fhgﬂaame class after all. Put like that, it is easy to see the logical
"X :

:.; flaw-in the strycture. But the marriage -- or at least the courtship —-

.

Siy 1 :
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. must still teke placé, if not for symbolic purposes, then at least to
-satisfy the formal requiremenks of the genr;,within which:Di;raell was
working. -

. The proble;'of the marriage forms part of a larger pgoblem} nameiy,
that of using the novel form as a veh%cle forpthe advancement of speci-
fic philoebphical, religious and political doctrines. It is thig prob-

* lem which promﬁts'Disraeli to interpolate his, extraordinary essay .on

English History afd call it Chepter Three of the first book, and it is

also that problem which causes Warner, the handloom-weaver, to step out”

soliloquising character from Elizabethan drama reading from & Blue Book..

Thackeray, 'in the review of Sybil from which. I have already quoted,
evidently felt that this doctrinal use of the novel was something which
neither could nor should be attempted:

+

We stand committed as to our idea of the terdency and

o

<

province of the novel. Morals and manners we believe to be
. the novelist’s best themes; and hence prefer romances which do
not treat of algebra, religion, poiiticel economy, or other

-

. abstract science.B - | ‘\agnz
. cThacke;ay was merely expressing the.cénventiqnal view of the time. It
was a view which was to come increesingly under attack as time went by,
and even, in 1845 it was not the-only view. A mattér AF days after the
publication of Sybil, Disraeli received a letter of warm hraafe from a
woman who described herself as "a mechanicﬂé wife". This, among -other

things, is what she said:

Your writings now are for the great body of the couhtry, the.

'People can feel, can understand, your works. I think you heve

»

of the pages of a book and deliver a tract, for all the world like‘a
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a noble end in view, something better than the mere wish of
painting passions, awakening soft sentiment, or depicting
scenes of splendour and enjoyment which create only sensations

of envy or dissatisfaction with the greater part of your read-

ers. You set forth in stirring words in animated, striking, .

and truthful description the real social condition of the-

country the monstrous distinction betwixt Rich-Poor. . . 9
This is a sQ&ﬁEﬁBg critique of the esaentiallyhﬁomantic ethog'in which
the novel had its origins. Mrs. Baylis (the mechanic's wife) was not a

gophisticated reader, but she was evidently an {ntelligeqt one. Ffor

A

' :T‘“‘;"her,;the area of experience illuminated by the novel .was of greater

importance than. itd adherence or non-adherence to traditionag formulas.
It would be intereéting tb know whether the novels she despises are'the
"silve; fork" novels which were populaf at thé_jime, or whether she’is
attacking the novel more ggnérally.‘ In either,cése, howevgr, ahe’evi—
dently felt that with*§xgii Disraeli was opening up new ground for the

novel and that this new ground was accessible .and of benefit to working-

class ‘readers. There is no objection in‘ her letter to any of  the

" features of Szbil which 1 have described as un-novelistic. She evident-

ly thought the novel was a perfectly iegitimate vehicle for a specific
didactic purpose.  Of coq¥se, as [ have already point;d out, §X§££ also
co;;aina many of the features of the tradition that existed at the time
of its composition. Aesthetically, Sybil was not a revolutionary novel;
rather, it was>a novel which made a quantum leap within the evolution of
the genre. ‘That is not 1;mediately apparent from the persp;ctive of the
19808, but in their very different ways both Thackeray's mockery and

Mra. Baylis's praise bear witness to it.

) ) / - 1

»
‘
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Chapter Two
. Eiizabofh'CIQghorn Ga§k011

_The centre of bisraeli;a novel is Egremont, the theme is his
enlightenTeﬁt as to the "condition of England"; he is the dis-
coverer of the "other nationh, and a pfbjectiQn of\the author.
Mrs. Gaskell's novel need contain no pfojection of herself;
she was got a discoverer, but was writing of what had long
been sade\Familiar. As oné of her most thoughful‘critics has
gsaid, Disr;Bli knew his material "as .a traveller knows the
Botaﬁy of a strange country," she "as an ardent naturalist

knows the flora of his own neighbourhood."l
So writes Kathleen Tillotson in response to the unusual fact that Mary
§g£ﬁ§i is concerned almost éxclusively with working-EIhée characters. .

Fillotson's view of ‘the novel requires‘_somé scrutiny, but it states

‘plainly the most obvious difference between Sybil end Mary Barton. Mrs.

Gaskell was born into the middle class in the South of England but spent

most of her childhood in Knutsford -- not far from Manchester, but

still, at the time, very much a rural area. She married the Rev.

William Gaskell,‘q Unitarian minister whose work was in the slums of

Manchéster, where she lived and worked for the rest of her life. When

writing about the working class she had, therefore, a much more intimate

knowledge of her shbject than Disreeli. There is no "explorer" in.Mary

| Bartdn_equivalent to Egremont in Sybil. Although there are middle-class

‘characters in the navel, theéir roles are subordinate to those of the

working~class characters whose stories are told. *

Mrs. Gaskell knew her subject well, and her subject -- bearing in
. e A \

[P
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>
mind the'diétinction between “squect" and "theme" -- was ;he daily
lives of industrial workers. Whereas Disraeli was concerned primarily
with "the,6 poor", whether' they Qére mine;s, Aill-workers or farm-
Iabourera, Mrs. Gaskel{:a concern was specifically with‘the Manchester
working cleas. This class differs in sevéral important ways from other
claasés of poor people. At theobeginning of the novel, for instance; we
v

are given a description of the faétory girla on their outing to Green

Héys Fields:

Their faces were not remarkable for beauty; indeed, they
! - 4

were below the average, with one or two exceptions; they had

dark hair, neatly and classically arTanged, dark eyes, but”

" strike a passer-by was an acuteness and intelligence of coun-

tenance, which has often been noticed in a maﬁufecturing_

population; (al)

In contrast to this, Mery Barton's mother is .described: -
She had the fresh beauty of the agéicultural districts; and
somewhat of the deficiency of sense ig her countenance, which
is likewise charaéterisfic of the rurgl inhabitants in com-

parison with the natives of the manufacturing towns. (41)

4

At the time in which Mary Barton is set -- the late 1830s to the early
18408 -~ the population of a town like Manchester would have been a mix-
ture of those born and bred there with people of rural origins dfawn to
th; téwna‘in search of work. Mary Barton éeaior is one of the latter.
The theme is" &eveloped further, however, in the character of Alice

Wilson. To the urban proletariat Aljce is a symbol of a bettertime and

place. . She has brought with her te Manchester the ways and wisdom of

sallow complexions and irreqgular features. The only thing to
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rural Cumberland. She has no "acutgness of countenance", but she prac-
' tises herbal medicine and‘selfleas devotion to others. She provides,

not only a contrast, but also an invaluable contribution to the prole-

tarian culture of the town.

]

Before he becomés consumed with bitterness, John Barton {s repre-

sentative of his class: a class which Mrs. Gaskell knows, not only in
) ¢ . ,
its material conditions, but .with respect also to its attitudes on all

manner of subjects. Speaking of his initial search for the miasing
.

Esther, Barton says: "'l even went to a policeman, a good enough sort of

man, but a fellow I'd never spoke to before because of his livery'"

(46). The point is not emphasised, here or anywhere else, but Barton's

words, demonstrate exactly the attitude of an intelligent proleEarian to--

wards the police. He recognises in the "liveryJ a natural enemy, the
servant of fhose who oppre33'him,‘but he is not so¢® blinded by class
feelings as to fail to acknowledge the huéan being who wears the livery.
That human beipg is a member of his own class and therefore "a goﬁd

enough sort of man", who has been forced by economic or other necessity

to adopt the equivocal role of policeman. The attitude of a working man,

@o'the police is, of course, an important component of his“gystem of
. values, but we are giéen other &etgils about Barton which at first
appear to be quite arbitrary. When he has bought médicine for the dying
Davenport, for instance, we are told that "Barton left the shop with
comfortable faith in the physic given him; for men of his class, if they
believe in physic’ at all, believe that every description is equally
efficacious" (102). This is sad, becausg Davenport is beyond the help

of any kind of medicine. But Mrs. Geskell's apparently rather irre-

levant comment both adds to her readers' confidence in her knowledge of

= 13
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her subject and indicates in some small degree how the mind of her typi-

“cal working man worksj ta}s is the man who in tima will be unable to see
r N !

the merits of the individual case because of the styength of his belief
‘ .

in the general.

", Mrs. Gaqkell realises; morébver, thét the‘mof lity of the yorking
class i3 not identical with that professed by the middle class.  When
Esther visits Mary with what appears (to Esther) to be a=piece of evi-
dence that proves Jem to be a murderer, Mary implores her not to inform
againat,Jem. Esther protests; "The tears spran;‘to her eyes, at the
igea that she was suspected of beiqg; one who would héIp to, inform‘
against an old friend" (296). "Obviously the personal loyalty of Esther

to Jem, whom she has not seen for several years, is greater than any

~

" gense of "justice" based on the law. Significantly, Mrs.-Gaskell does

not{comment on Esther's attitude. The evidengg which appears to incri-

- minate Jem in fact, Mary realises, puts the blame squarely on her

father. But knowing him to be the murderer, Mary wants to exculpate Jem
. . ‘ .
without incriminating her father. This is more immediately understand-
able than Esther's attitude, but, ;nce again, Mrs. .Gaskell does not
comment. Finally, when Mary is taken home—by the Liverpobl waterman, he
produceg "a aquafe"bottle of smuggled spirits" (377) to revive her, and
Mrs: ~Gaskell neither blames nor excuses the practice of smuggling.
Whereas the non-fictional "explorer", Henry Mayhew, never for a moment
entertains the possibility that the morality of the dredgermen who
relieve corpses. of their cash may be a v1ééle alternatlve to his own,
Mrs. Gaskell merely accepts that morality as being as natural as the

weather, and is content to report on it without comment.

By such means as these Mrs. Gaskell is\able to convey the impres-
¥
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sion that she knows the people she is writing about much better than
Disraeli knows the working class. Unlike him, she ventures far beyond

what is reported in the Blue Bodks. One feature of Mary Barton which is

- significant in this respect is the use of footnotes for dialect words"

and expressions, in which she gives, not only trenslations'info staﬁdard

. English, but also precedents for- these usages in Anglo-Saxon or Middle

English. The objéct is obviously to show that Lancashire dialect is not

"substandard". While it is true that Lancashire dialect preserves much

“of the language of Chgucer that is lost to stahdard Engliéh, it is

unfortunately also true that Mrs. Gaskell's enterprise is based on a

mistaken understanding bf'the development of language. Many -of her

examples depend very closely on the etymology of the word. For in-
stance, when she uses the word "nesh" (42), she gives its origin from

the Aqg}o-Saxon "nesc", ﬁ%aning "tender".  "Nesh" .is still wused in

[}

lLancashire,\but its meaning has changed from "tender" to "cold". It is

easy to seé how this has happened. "X is nesh" meant, at one time, that
X is susceptible to the cold. " But gradually it came to be understood to
y o

mean that X is cold. By extensidn, the weather can now be ‘described as

]

"nesh”, a usage impossible within the meaning Mrg. Gaske%l ascribes to
the word. But if its validity depends on its deskvation ﬂqéé the Anglo~
Saxon, then modern Lancastrians who say "It's nesh today" are using the

-

word -incorrectly. Plainly that is aGsurd; it is of a'piece with the

- inveighing of eighteenth-century English grammariané against the split-

ting of infinitives in English on the ground that they are not --
because they cannot be -~ split in Latin. Language evolves, and a cor-
rect usage at one time does not depend on its replication of an earlier

4
usage in a different language. Mrs. Gaskell's appeal to Anglo-Saxon
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betrays a linguistic conaervatigm which ui£imafeiy ﬁéFeets her‘Purpoae
of showing that Lancastrian is a viagle alternative to standard English.
With that qualification, Mrs. Gaskell déaérves ﬁuch pr;ise for her use
of :;;}ect. Previous to Mary Barton, ﬁialect had mostly béen used for

"lo colour" or for comic effects, and it had frequently been used

¥
very badlyl Disrseli's northqrn characters, for instance, speak for -the

most part like literary Cockneys. Iﬁ Mrs. Gaskell's handg, however, the
.’ .

use of dialect lends’ credibility, dignity and a high degree of articu-

~lacy to the working-class 6ﬁaracters.

In admmary, it would be hard to dissent from Cazamian's assedsment

of Mary Barton's verisimilitude: .
{’ . . -

Even Mary Barton's severest critics were forced to concede
¢

that it gave an accurate ﬁlctdre’of conditignp. Mrs Gagﬁell's

b 7

characters were more than generally representative symbolic
8 types: they were recognisably of their local setting, with the
mixture of simplicity and humour that *is characteristic of

Lancashire dialogue.2

>

For two important reasons, Mary Barton is no_mere catalogue of misery.

For very persuasive rhetorical reasons, Mrs. Gaskell chosé to open hes
story 'in relatively prosperous times. This allows the reader to see the

lives of the working people at a time when those lives are not cramped
and pinched by poverty, and consequently to see the people as people,
rather than as so many mouths to feed, bodies to clothe and s; on.. When
we return fﬁ them in harder times we are seeing, not merely hunger in
the abatract; but the hunger of people with whom we are already ac-

quainted. .There is of course no logical difference between the two;

hunger requires someone to be be ‘hungry, but the hunger of someone we

1 ‘ P

.
o
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. know - even if it is only a character in a novel ~- is considerably
more persuasive than the hunger of a gpmplete strenger. The other thing

- which saves Mary Barton from the documentary sfyle which plays -too large
- Pl .

a part in Sybil is the melodrama which takes up about a third of the

o

\ B
nineteenth century it was popular. Mery's desperate race to catch Will

book. Melodrama .has been in disfavour for some time now, but im the

Wilson so that he can provide an alibi for hié‘couein is reminiscent of
Esther Summerson's chase after her mother -at the end of Bféak House --
. dr it would be, if it was not foé the, fact that it wad written first.
" "I't must be noted that the melodramatic parpg.of Mary Barton are firmly
réoted in ‘the book's thematic concerns: John Barton's crime is portrayed
as the inevitable outcome of intolerable circumstances on a hitherto
reasonable man; the over-indulge&g Friyoloue character of HenryPCersod
is sufficient cause alike for his trifl%pg with Mary and his cruel cari-.
cafure of the.workers"députation; aad while Jem's motive Forvmurder is
ag strong as John Barton's, his positibn in the world is not such as to
induc% him to téke gesperate measures. Mary, meanwhile, is caught in a
truly’nightmarish dilemma; the man she loves is falsely atcused of the

crime her father committed, and to clear Jem of the accusation is to

. /
’ . risk incriminating her father. This is npt cheap, sensational melo-
drama, but it is melodramatic. Its use in "serious" fiction today would

probably be a very bad idea, but in the 1840s it allowed readers who had.

¢ - . . . 7
: a taste for the genre -~ a much bigger proportion of the reading public

than it would be now -- a further opportunity to feel, suffer and ulti-

"

!

mately identify with the working-class Mary.
I have tried to show that, despite her disclaimer that she knew

- "nothing of Political Economy" (38), Mrs. Gaskell knew her subject far
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-~ 3 . .
better than Disraeli, ancﬁchoae to write, instead of a fictionalised

treatise expounding a personal doctrine, a novel in whichk characters
resemble people more than pieces on a ‘chessboard. Nevertheless, Mary
Barton is a novel with a specific éocial theme, and that theme will'bear‘
some investigation. "I have said that Mrs. Gaskell. knew the working
class; it remains true that_she was of .the middle class. That put her
in what, .in the 18403, was a very unusual position.. Ni?th literary "
talents and a conscience, she evidently .f‘el.t' gome kind of ddty to use
that position to try to awaken in middle-class readers of "her fiction an
awareneaé‘ of the concerns and'grievancés of the '"othez: nation®. She
wants to show her m;eladers, not so much how many people' have to share the

i

same room, or how typhus spreads among the cellar-dwellers,- a8 how the

Rl

members of the working class themselves think and feel about the. econo-

mic system which reduces them to such circumstances. Som/etimee we are
given the words and thoughts of John Barton on the sub;j/ect,' but 1 v:rant r
tg look now at a Fairly‘le@gth_;l ‘passage in which Hf_sx. Gaskell explains;
inl t!\er own persona -- and therefore addressiné her peers -- the working-

AT
class perspective on these matters:

: ’ o 3
At all times it is @ bewildering thing to the poor weaver to

see his employer.removing from house to house, .each one grand-
. .

er tifn the last, till he ends in building one more magnifi-

cent than all, or withdraws his money from the concern, ~or
sells his mill to buy an estate in' the -country, while all the.
time the weaver, who thinks he and hig fellows are the -real

Py »

makers of this Qeelth, is struggling on for bread for their

7

children; through the vicissitudes of‘ lowered wages, short

hours, fewer hands emplo;ed(,y&c. And when he knows trade is

]
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bed, and could understand (at lpaat partially) that there are

not/ buyersa enough in the market to purchase the’ gooda already
made, and' consequently that there is no demand for ,more; when
he could®bear and endure :much without complaining, could he
also see that his employers were bearing their ghare; hs is, I
say, bewildered and (ta use his own word) "aggra(rdted" to see

g

that‘all'goes o just _as usual with the’ mill-owners. Lange
Y} '
houses are still occupied, - while spinners'' and weavers' cot-

]
tades stand empty, because the f‘amilles that once occupied

_them are obliged to live in rooms or cellers. Carriaqes stlll '

roll along the streets, concerts. are still crowded by " sub-
scribers, the shops for expenslve luxurllea still find deily
customers, while the workman loiters awey his unemployed time
in watching these things, and thinking of the pale, uncom-

plainlng wife at home, and the wailing children asklng in vain

for enough of Food,,of the sinking health, of the dying ‘life '

of those near and dear to him. The contraat is too great.

{

Why should he alone sGffer from bad times? A % '

I know this is not really the case;. and- I know‘ what is
the truth in such matters: bu’tl what I wish to impress is what
the worknan feels and thinks. . True; that with child-Like
improvidence, good times will often diaslpate his grumbling,

and make him forget all prudence and foresight. (599)

-~

The second of these paragraphs is one that is often quot®dd by critics.
They point out, quite correctly, that although Mrs. Gaskell claims’ to
" "know what is the truth in such mettera", _she never favours us with an

explanation. The implication is that in fact she did not know what the

LY
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'tr'::th was. My contention is tHat ar;e knew exactly what the truth was,

" and ‘that is why I have quoted tha preceding paragraph, which has the

/ ‘.' ring of truth even in isolation. In relation ito the novel as a whole,
it might almost read as an "advertisement". Inime'dieté'ly afterwa}da‘, we

are told that John Barton had lost his| job. His son fell: ill; the
P
doctor said he needed good food; Barton could not find anothex; JOb to

l

pay for it; he saw his former employer' 8 wife buying luxurious foods' he

‘went home and found his son dead. That is precisely the situation, now

related to specific characters, which is stated in, impersonal terms in
the first -of the paragraphs quoted. It is impossible to accept the
general statement and the specific case without seeing the discleimep

] ) . -
. that geparates them as ironic; Mrs. Gaskell was not stupid, This is

- I - ]
Lo . .
borne out by Mrs. Gaskell's Yadmjssion” that when times are good the

4

workers are "improvident" and fail to save money to--cover ,periods of

short. hours or unemployment. Times are good when the novel opens, yet

v
1

‘we seg the extraordinary measures that heve\ to be. taken because the

Bartons have invited three adult friends to join .them for tea. If they

do. not have enough cups to go round when times are good, it is hard to

see how they could save enough money to be of %my use .o them when their:

dntire source of income is removed. It is very hard to believe that
Mrs. Gaskell intends this much-quoted passage to be takRen literally.
~ 'The question which follows neturally is whether Mrs. Gaskell align-

ed herself with the working-claas radicals, and the answer is an unequi-

- vocal negative. The whole tragedy of John Barton is, among other
, /\\’_\ .

things, a elur Bo radicalism. But it is not intended to be a slur on

, John Barton. He is the victim of circumstances which could have been

- a'voided, not by himself, bqt by the class that will read the novel. At
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one point we are tdid:of Barton's "morbid thoughts": '

Iﬁ,ig érue, much of their morbid power might be ascribed
to Qhe use of. opium. But before you blame too harshly this
use, or father.abuee;‘try a hopeless life, with daily cravings

of the body for food. Try, not alone being without hope your-

:self, but seeing all around you reduced to the same despair,

arising from the -same circumstances; all around you telling.

(though they use no words, or - language), by their looks and
. feeble actions, that thgy are suffering and sinking under the
pressure of want. Would you not be glad to forget life, and

' its burdens? And'opium gives forgetfulﬁesa for a time.
It is true they who thus, pt}rchaae it pay Eear}y for thelr‘

oblivion; but who can expect tfhe uneducated tho ‘count the cost

- L]

of their whistle? Poor wretches! They pay a heavy price.
Days of oppressive weariness and languor, whose realities have
the feeble .sickliness of dreams; nights," whose dreams are

fierce reaIitiep'of agony; sinking heaith;‘tottering frames, _

incipient madness, and warse, the consciousness of incipienE

madness; this is the price of their whistle. But have you'

taught them the science of consequences? (219)

B
o

This is bitter rhetoric. Mra. Gaskell is concerned, not, ulitmately, to
justify John Barton's aéi of ﬁurdef, but to explain as fully as possible
the circumstances that led to’it, Sh@idndegstpnda very well the misery

of the unemployed and appobtidna the biame}for it quite eccurateiy. Yet -

" there is a note of eéquivocation in ger final rhetorical quéstibn. The

implication is that if the: poor had been taught "the science of conse- T

quences" -- i.e. iﬁ‘they had been better educated -- they ybuld,not

3
1

PN TR P

I T

-
-~
R
¥



. "
@o
“ g
¢
y W
Y

f

6

.

0'Reilly 49
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r?eort to ?pium: But- ther® seems éo be some canfusion of céuseé~aqd
aifects here. The use of opium is an effect oF’hnemployment, no£ a
cause. "Even assuming that wéll—educateq people do not use opium -~ Qere
Coleridgé and de Quincy uneducated? -- it is hard to see how‘:efraining
Fro; opium will cure unemployment. hohn éar;on'a miﬁd may be in a state
of. drug-induced torpor,'but it’istonly in that state Because the reality
of his Pffe is 80 ewful 8s to make lucidity unbearable.

Nevérthq}esa,l while Barton is to be blamed,—\gertainly for the
murder, and possibly also for his use of opium, Mrs.‘Gaskell makes it
;ﬁite clear that his initial hardéhip is the Fau%t of the industéialist
clasa. An interesting perspective on the novel's theme is provided by
Monica Fryckstedt. On this particular sub}ect she says:

In tracing step“by step Barton's mental breakdown, Gaskell
.gives a frightening picfﬁre of ‘the distress on one individual.
The author hersefF-rEQarded hL§ life as a "tragic poé&", and
certainly, during His transformation, John Barton acquires the
stature of a trggic hero.3

Fryckétedt goes on to say that

| Gagkell shared the opinion . . . that the Lancashire ﬂffkers

were a noble, generous and hard-working race. They were not

violent, bitter and unreasonable’ by nature. The reasgon,

Gaskell implies, was the iqgifference of ‘the rich: had they

been true Chrisians and not acted like Dives they could easily

\ have prevented a great deal of suffering.4

I think Mrs. Gaskell does rather more than "imply" that the rich are

. ]
responsible for the suffering of the poor, but otherwise this is a fair

statement. The question, however, remains: why-did the rich allow the

5 -/ |

e —
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poor to‘suffer? According tb Fryckstedt, Mrg. Gaskell's view was an
entirely religious one: ' ’ ; f
It is implied repeatedly throughout Magy Barton that with the
‘ ~‘ricﬁ: religipn is syperficlal -- merely for show; like good
] "Christians" they nd church every Sunday, yet their reli-
gion is an empty shell. With'tée poor, on the othef hand, who
l N were generally ‘considered irreligious " since they seldom
a;tended church, religion is pant‘of their natqre -- theirs is-
a religion of the heart.> .
This should be evidenF to anPwne who has read the novel.- But Fryckstedt
‘ has turned up somﬁ evidence which supports the view th;t Mary Barton ig
) wfitten fromka specifically Unitarian point-of view (William Gaskell was
- a 'Unitarian minister). The Manchester Unitarians produced annual
8 Reports_of the Ministry to“thé Poog}in the 18308 and 40s, and Frfckstedt
) shows by‘éxtensive quotation that several substaﬁtial passages in Mary
Barton areytak;p verbatim from these Reports. She goes on to comment:
Through the character of John Bartbn (Mrs. Gaskell] explored
‘ ‘ _ the reasons for the growing bitterness of the operatives and
‘i ' .. ' endeavoured to explain why Chartism and violence were the
- b natural consequences of the alienation that prevailed between
' the classes. On this-issue her g?ews are wholTy identical
‘ 3with the official Unitarian voice.6
’ ﬂfth the ailment thus diagnosed, the prescnip@ion is simple: both rich
) ) o ghd poor -- but especially rich -- must be infusedgyith'a ;eAewed;spgrit
of religion. 12 short, the poor man and the rich man muét recognise
that they are brothers under the skin; brothers alike in joy and eorrow.:
‘ "This; ‘eertainlly, is the message th‘at* is hammered home in the final
o . ¥
» .
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s reponciliation .of Barton and Carson senior. Carson talks about his

‘ grief'for hislson, and then: ‘
LN : The eyes of John Barton grew dim with tears. .Rich and
poor, masters and men, were thée brothers in the deep suffer-

ing of the heart; for was this not the very aneuish he had

\l ' | L ‘ . felt for little Tom, in years so long gone by that they seemed
like another lee!

vo The mourner before him was no longer the emplqye;fl a

; ’ . being of anether race, eterhally placed in an%agonistic atti-

b . tude; going through the world glittering \like gold, with a

<~ - . stony heart within, which\tnew no sorrow but through the acci-

’ v denis oprfede; no longer the enemy, thé oppressor, but a verf

) . ____poor, and desolate old men. (435)

Fryckstedt's reading of the novel, then, is well-founded. In this scene

:,\\ ’ Barton recodnises that rich and egefnsee alike susceptible to sorrow, as
thé death of Carson's son reminds him of the death of his own. . ~

/( There is, however, a fairly stropg objection to the way in which

f ' Mrs. Gaskell has chosen to embody her message. In any pbpulatlon, at

1 any tlme, ‘the proportlon of people who 'die by murder is.a very small

_" one; in the Depresslon of 1839-42, the number of people who died of

starvation or disease brought about by poverty was extremely high. To

the extent that Barton and Carson are intended to be representative of

their classes, therefore, Mrs. Geakell's device for makiné them shgre
- \/' .

their auffering’is Aa highly artificial one. Fryckstedt never sentions N
this rather obvious point. She does, however, make a brief statement of
what she understands to be Mrs. Gaskell's political --‘as opposed to

religious -~ standpoint:

—

/
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Elizagéth Gaskell was, of course, no radical. Afraid of
social upheavals, strikes and ;ditationa, éhe tbok pains to
assure her audience that her cﬁgllenge‘to th; rich and plea
for the poor did not entail any weakeniﬁg of the' social
structure: everyﬁody had his or her given station in life.
This ancounts foq'?er ﬁan; reeer%ations aimed at’ convincing
her readers that she was really one of them, alihough in Mary

/ Barton she described conditions as the& appeared to the
poo;.7l ‘ | — .
" That much is obvious.  Without- for a mohept qugstioﬁing the

sincerity.of Mrs. Gaskell's religion or her concern for the suffering of

the poor, it is possible to see in Mary Barton a quite different

' motivation for her drawing attention to that suffering. It is suggested
by the aq?vé quotation from Fryckstedf, though ghe does not explore this
line of reasoning at any length. It is best encapsulated by Mrs.

Gaskell herself, in this Very direct appeal to her fellow-bourgeois:

~.

The actions of the uneducated seem ‘to me typified in
those of Frankenstein, that monster“of many puman quelities,
ungifted with & soul, a knowledge of the difference between
good and evil. ® _— . -

The people rise up to life; they irritate uUsy» they
‘tefrif; us, and we become. their enemies. Theﬁ,c in the
sorrbwful moment of our triumphant power, their eyes gaze on
us witﬁ a mute reproach. Why have we madé them what they are;
a powepfuf monster, yet without the inner means for peace and

happiness? (21§f)

Here wekheve'as motive for "compassion", not religion or morality, but - .
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simple, pragmatic fear. In their sheer numbers the urban proletariat
presented a terrifying prospect to the bourgeoisie. \f; ever they should
combine together effectively they could overthrow the power and privi-
lege of that cless in a very short time. That is why, whatever else

-

their differences, middle-class novelists were without exception hostile
to Chartism, to the Trades Unions and to any_othér means by which the
working class attempted to take their fate into their own hands.

Although it is fess strongly stressed in Mary Barton than in Sybil,

there is esgentially the seme misrepresentation of the Unions as sinis-
ter, almost diabolical secret societies. When Mr. Carson asks Job Legh

-

-- a relatively educated and "sensible" working man -- whether John

Barton was an Owenite, he replies: "'No, no! Johﬁ Barto; was no fool'"

(455). As in Sybil, as well as in many other novels in the group,

working-class agitation always comes frbm outside. Mary Barton being

set in Manchester, it is the '"delegate from London" (i.e. a Chartist)

who is subjected to the following disparagement when he comes to eddress
the workers after their demands have been rejected by their employers:

Then the "gentleman from London", (who had been previous-

ly informed of the masters' decision) enterpd. You would have

been puzzled to define his exact position, or Qhat was the

o

state of his mind as regarded gducationv‘ He looked so}self—
conscious, so far from earnest, among the’ group of eager,
fierce, absorbed men, Among whom he now stood. He might have
been a disgraced medical student of the Bob Sawyér claess, or
an unsuccessful actor, or a flashy shopman. The_ impre he
would have given you would haQe been unfavburable, and >h£:j

»

there was much about him that could only be characterised as

L]
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doubtful.” (61) . -
Much of the merit of Mrs. Gaskell's writing in Mary Barton lies in that
gpecificity of describtion which proceeds from iﬁtimate knowledge of her

subject and.absolute sincerity of purpose. In the passage just duoted,

the oggr-riding impression is that she simply doesn't know what she is
. ] . . )
talking about. Of one-thing, however, she is certain: whatever kind of

man this delegate is, she disizkes him intensely. And so she heaps upon

» T

1 .
him a pile of epithets™drawn from the least respectable occupations she

can think of. This vefy uncharecteristh/Biece of description is the

closest we eyer come to fulfillment of an'eprlier—passage. After she
_has told us about -the death of Barton's son, Mrs. Ga;kell goes on to
say: ' |
You can fancy, now, the hoards of vengeance in his heart
against the employers. For there are never wa;tipg those whb,
either in speech. or in print, find it their interest to
chérish such feeling in the working classes; who know how and
a when to rouse the dangerous ;ower gt tﬁeir commdnd; and who
use their knowledge with unrelenting purpose to either party.
(22) |

{

In all the Condition of England novels there are shadowy outsiders who

foment sedition among the working class. They are invariably outsiders, .

~

both in the obvious geogrgphical sense -and in the sense of not‘belonging
distinctly to eny class. It is hard to escape the conclusion that their
insubstantiality as characters proceeds from their creators' ignorance
of their real-life counterparts. In the case of Disraeli, who wrote

mainly from consciously undertaken research, this is to be expected; in

1w
F
%‘ L

v rfw"‘:“ﬁ
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the case of Mrs. Gaskell, who wrote mainly from direct personal experi-
ence and who had a very considerable taleat for concrete description, it
would be rather more surprising if it were not for*the fact that it is
very much in her class-interest to keep these charactggs as undefined
and as menacing as poeaiblé. ‘ \ o

‘ Mra. Gaskell leaves us in no doubt that the troubles which form the
subject of Mary Barton are initially the Féult of the bourgeoisie. How-
ever, as P.J. Keating points out:

The workers of course are not left blameless. They too
must offer up scapegoats or bow in repentance if the necessary
claas balance is to be achieved. Mrs. Gaskell was particular-
ly conscious of this. In answer to the criticism that Mary
Barton wa; biassed in fgvour of the Qorkers; she replied: "No
one %aﬁ feel mo;e deeply than I .how EQEEEQ it is to excite
class against clas;; and it has been most unconscious if I tm-
have done so . . . no praise could compensate me for the self-
reproach I shall Féel if I have written unjustly." It is
impossible to doubt Mrs. Gaskell'; sincerity of purpose in

. either this statement or her two industrial novels; but it'is
preciaely this refusal to face the class implications o% the
situation she is analysing that ultimately weakens the power
of Mary Barton She relies, in common with the other indust-
rial novelists, on personalized relationships to make her
point, and }t is in the contrived nature of these relation-

ships --"in the unbelievable class balance they are meant to

gymbolize -- that the bias is to be found.8

' \
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I have already pointed out the imbalance of starvation and disease on
the one hand, and éd%der on the other. ‘I have also attempted to defend
Mrs. Gaskell's use of melodrama. The melodrama onlf becomes (contempt-
ible 1n‘the scene in whichh"John Barton lay a corpse in Mr. Carson's
arma"h(aaz): His- dealings with Barton teach Carson the lesson he needs

to know: i
« « '+ that a ‘perfect understending, and comﬁiéte confidence
ke and lové, might exist between masters and men; that the truth
might be recognized that the interests of one were the inter-
- ests of all; that hence it was most desi;able to have educated
workers, capable of judging, not mere machines of ignorant
- men; and to have them bound Xo their. employers by the ties of
respect and affection, not by mere money barg?ina alone; to
acknowledge the Sbiriﬁ of Christ as the regulating law between

both parties. (460)

What Mrs. Gaskell fails to see is that the interests of one are not thé
interests of all; that the class relations between emplby;rs and employ-

ed are such as to make their interests directly opposite and contradic-

tory. Bartod and Carson may be/brothers as Chrfgtians; but as‘manufac-
turer and proletarian they are enemies by definition. To the extent

that Mary Barton is a roman & thdse, Mrs. Gaskell is quilty of specious

" argumentation. At the outset Barton and Carson are known to each other

only as representatives of their respective classes (in fact they do not
meet until after the murder of Carson’s son). Barton's hostility to
Carson. proceeds purely from class concerns. Carson's hostility to
Barton proceeds %rom a personal cause, but murderh as [ have poiﬁted

out, is a very unrepresentative issue to bring up. Their finel recon-

R
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ciliation is a purely personal affair, but it ‘induces in Carson the kind
In other

of gentimentdal piety about claas ‘relations quoted above.

words, Mrs. Gaskell has taken a kblaas conflict, supplied a perJEnal

resolution and then inferred a wholly invalid conclusion about class:

?

relations.
. - . . {

Since Mrs. Gaskell adheres rather more «closely to novelistic

conventions than Disraeli -does, i} ié worthwhile to aak'wﬁether in the
end she simply falls foul of ‘those conventions. The answer, I believe,
is a partial yes. The novel was in the 1840s prﬁbably the most pergdnal
of all literary formsi Mrs. Gaskell respected that apsect of the novel,

1

but she wanted also to use it to promulgate a particular religio-social

doctrine. A large pert of the problem with Mary Barton is that it com-
‘s .

bines conventionally fictional material far too closely with the ovértly

19

didactic. /The result is jarring, partly because” of the inherent dis-

the combination, but more espgcially becauae? Mrs. Gaskell
: {

was, in the traditional sense, a far better novelist 'than a social,

political or even religious analyst. ]

North and South (1854<55) was written approximately six years after

More importantly, it was written at a time when the

Mary Barton.

E%bliah middle class had had several years to reflect on the upheavals

in France and elsewhere in 1848. North and South is a very different

novel from Mary Barton, and the contrast between the two continues to
elicit very different reabtions from critica. T.B. Tomlinson finds the
~

later novel an improvement on the earlier:

North and South is 1 think a better novel than “Mary

Barton, and in part it is better because Mrs. Gaskell's

."4‘.“‘?"
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enquiry into the phenomenon of industrial magnate versus work-
. ing me;\,, though atill fairly conventional and limited, is by

~ now slightly freer.9 z

Tonlinson goes on to say surprisingly little about exactly what he means

, . by the increased freedom of North and South. ‘A little later, however,

¢

he '”does say that "North and South is emotionally \tougher than Mary
TN ' Barton, anth less of its energy is diverted into the masochistic
pleasure‘s of an apparently trégié separation that ends happi}y for the
lover\s."l0 Clearly Tomlinson prefers his novels without melodrama.
As far ds the overell quality of the two novels is concerned, Raymond‘

Williams tekes a view exactly opposite to Tomlinson's: 'Mrs. Gaskell's

second industrial novel, North and South, is less interesting, because

the tension is less. She takes up here her actual position, as a sympa-

thetic observer.'ll

In their overall assessments of the novels, bo_Eh Tomlinson and
illigmg hint at the two major, related differences between Mbry Barton

ahd Nopth and South. The first of these is that the function that~'had

been -fulfilled by the narrator in Mary Barton is largely  taken over by

the protagonist in North and South; namely, to provide a "link" or

"bridge™ betweeh the world of the .novel and that of the intended
readers. Margaret Hale stands for the well-educated, well-intentioned
but initially ignorant middle-class Southerner at whom the book is

aimed. Thus, rather than being told, by an authoritative n;arrator, what
life is like among the northern factory workt;rs, the gentle reader l;ae a
) ready-made representative with who;n to nfake the journey into the dark
continent. Whether this is a meérit or a fault de'penc-!e entirely on the

:reader's class perspective. Viewed entirely as propaganda, it is, as

—
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* Cazamian points out, an effective device: "North and South . . . wes

even more likely than Mary Barton to encourage every well-intentioned «

individual without affronting anyone. Its more cautious didacticism

could 6nly add tolits effectiveness."12 gn the other hand, viewed

as ref‘Lectiona pkthe lives of northern working people, North and South

“is clearly inferior to Mary Barton.. There.is a much greater variety of
rd

mi.gdlg-claes chhreétere’in North and South, and, as Eagleton and Pierce

- »

'8ay?

In fact the multiplici’ty of middle-class groupings 16 North

and_South has shifted the class balance. Although. Mrs.
-Geekell is now more dense and subtle in her presentation of

dlfferent value groups within the middle class, she no longer

o

attempts the long realistic descriptions of working-class
life. The centre of in’tereet ‘and the future is Qow more Firm-

ly rooted within the/niddle class and the working-class voice
is muted.13 . -
¥ Fo

By aligning the nm’{el'e point of .view more closely with that of her.

" middle-clasa readers, Mrs. Gaskell paid the inevitable price of render~

ing the novel's working—claee characters at one extra remove from her
fow w‘drkieg-cléss reedera.

- The second major difference between the two novels was evidently
of sufficient importance to Mrs. Gaskell for her to aummarise it in the
second novel's title. Animosity between the North. and the South of
England existed before Mrs. Gaskell and it continues to exist today, but

during the Industrial Revolution the distinction between North and South

‘was between far more than two geographical regions. 1 heve already

mentioned the superimposition of -the new industrial social structure

j
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upon the old agricultural one. Broqgly speaking,’ in the 1840s and 50s,

large sections of the North had been induatrialigedy/ﬁhile almost none

"of the South had. We have seen in Sybil that the northern industrial

wdpkera had no more sympathy for the agricultural workers imported from
Suffolk -- "them's ‘the himmigrantsd -- than for their’ gwn employers.
Mrs. Gaskell shows how the middle class is'similafly divided._ Cazamian

a

clearly recognises this, yet apparengly fails to fully understand it:.

IanortR and- ‘South er industrial question is no longer

- the whole of thé novel. Manchester -- raname& Milton in the
book --.stands for the industrialized, dequilgd areas which,
in  turn, becoie one of the two poiea on which England turns.

) Thé:oppositiOn is between the old and the new forms of civili-

zation, rather than merely capital ard labour. The slow=-

méying agricultural South, pastorally idyllic, is COntPBBtﬂQshu

with the Ffeverish energy and tough austerity of ‘the North.

' This profound contrast was, for the future,‘'to be en essential .

" part of Engliéhtlife and a fertile theme for mdéral, economic,

and artistic consideration. It was quite an achievement on

-

Mrs. Gaskell's part to have grasped this clearly so soon, end‘

to have cﬁﬂggcterised decisively some aspects, at least, of
the questign.d

’
\ : .

Mogt of this is perfectly true, bdt to say that "the industrial queation(

is no longer the whqQle of the novel" is to fail to see the scope of the

> \ . .
impact of industrialisation on the ‘entire natiord. “The industrial
magnates of the North were struggling fior admittance into the social

hierarchy at the same time that the squierarchy of the South was strug-

gling for its very existence. This was a class-atidhgle no less real

>

'

”c
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then thdt between the mill-owners and the mill-workers, even though, for

the most part, the antagonists ,refused to acknowledge it. The agricul-

turally-based social structure had existed for centuries before the

beginning of the Industrial Revolution, so it is clear that this. largely

unacknowledged class-struggle was caused very directly by the advent of

industrialism. Cazamian is right in praising Mrs. Gaskell for being

among the first to recognise that a conflict.  between North and South

intersected with, and profoundly influenced, the conflict between em- -

" ployers and employees in thé North.

The protagonist is Margaret Hale, representative of the genteel,
edyﬁeted, but -- significantly -~ not rich, southern rural middle class.

She states her class loyalties and antipathies unequivoceily early in

i

the ‘noyel:

\i
: "Gorman," said Margéret. "Are those the Gormans who made

N . . -
their fortune in trade at Southampton? Oh! " I'm glad we don't

~

visit them. [ don't like shoppy people. 1 think we are far
better bff, knowing only cottagers .and labourers, and people

without pretence."

- L
* * »* * *
R .

‘"No! I call mine a very comprehengive taste; I like all

*

people whose occupationa have to do with land; I like soldiers
and sailors, and thelthree learned :;ofessions, as they call
them. 1I'm sure you don't want me to adﬁire bu£chers “and
bekers and caqdleatick-makera, do you, mama?" (50)
There could herdlybbq a8 more succinct statement of the snobbery of one
N ) .

of Margaret's time, place and class. Hers is a rtgidl} structured soci-

ety, in which the suitability of pe&ple forﬁﬁer patronage is determined

Yol
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ebeoiutely by what she perceives to be eoeial, but what are in reaiity .
. @ M . “ on
economic, criteria. It is a society circumscribed by strict notions of

"place" and "propriety" on ‘the part of all its members. Shortly after-
) - - ,
the move to Milton, Dixon,~the "faithful family retainer", takes on her-

self the tdsk of finding a servant girlg

-

Dixpn's ideas of,helpfui'giris were founded on the recol.lec-

1

" tion of tidy elder scholars at Helstone school, who were»only

E

too proud to' be allowed to come to the parsonage on a busy

: day, and treated Mrs. Dixon with all the reapect, and a good
G

deal more of fright, which they paid to Mr. and Mrs. Hale . .
. . But nothing short of her faithful love for Mrs. Hale
could ,have made her endure the rough 1ndependent way in which
all the Milton girls, who made application for the servent'

place, replied to her enquiries respecting their qualifica-

.

tions. They even wg;t“ the length- of questioning her back -

o
’

again. (108f)"

This is a clear case of the clash of two opposing social structures. ’ >
Economically speaking, Dixon éﬁé the girls who apply for the job are on
a roughly equal footing; but nothing would induce either party to!recog-
nise in the other anything but her inferior. ’

Despite her blatant snobbery, Margaret is«not indifferent to the
plight of the poor. At Heietone she has been used to, visiting them and
perforning.acte of ladylike charity. At Milton her class assumptions
are confounded when' she meets Nicholee*and Besay Higgins: '’ |

. . . at Helstone it would have been an understood thing,
after the enquirreg\she had made, that ehe intended to come

—and call upon any poor neighbouar whoae name and habitation she
K| “

oo
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0

had aTked for. o oo
"I thought . I meant to come and see you.! She suddenly

felt rather shy of offering. the visit, without having any

.est in a straenger; it seemed all at once to take the éhape qf
an impértinence on her part; she read this meaning too in fhé
man's eyes. |

"I'm none so fond of having strange folk in my hobsg."

» But then relenting, as he saw her heightened colour, he added,

"Yo're & foreignet here, as one may say, and maybe don'tkknoy'

, many folks here, and yo've given my wench here flowers out of
yo'r own hand; -= yo may .come if yo like." (112f)
" With a light touch; Mrs. Gaskell here points to the .difference. between
- - . d"' y .

the southern working man "and his northern countébpart. Whereas -the
. N ¢ - b

- southern peasants never question the .right of their "betters" to enter
their homes and generally interfere in their affairs. at *will, Higgins
has sufficient self-esteem to consider his home his own domein. In her

new 'milieu, Margaret's aasumpfiop that she can visit hkim when. she

®

choeses is precisely what she begins to fear it is: an impertinence.
Higgins's independence, however, does not amount to hos;ility. Margeret
has performed a'siMple act of ‘kindngess in giving Bessy the flowers, and
in recognition of that act, Higgins gives her permission td visit his
home; the terms in which he does 'so, though they are perfectly-friendly,
meke it quite clear that it is she, and not he, wﬁo should be obliged

for the invitation. Thé forelock mentglity of the South does not exist

in the North. Q

What does exist is a steady hatred on the pért of the employees for .

reason to give for her wish to make it, beyond a kindly inter-
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the employers -- a fact which makes it all the more remarkable that a

man like Higgins is gp}e to distinquish between one type of "gentry" and

. anothsr -- and ap employer class which views'itasemployeaa exactly as it

views its machines and other propefty. So ‘long as it performs.the func- t

tion required of it, nobody ;hinks of asking a maqpine when it is turned

off whether its parents or children are ailing. In preci;ely the same

way that Margaret represents the South, 'John Thornton, manufacturer,

represénts the North. Here is his statément of the case:

” "Well, i% the Platonic year, it "may fall out that we are

all -- men, women and children -- fit for a republic: but give

me a constitutional ménarchy in our present state of morals

and.intelligence. In our infancy we require a wise despotism

> ‘to govern us. ‘Indeed, lonﬁ past infancy, children and_young
‘people are the happie;t under the unfailing laws of &.djis-
creet, firm authority. I agree wi;h‘Misa Hale so far as to
considér our people in the condition of children, while I deny

that we; the masters, have anything to do with the making and

keeping them so. I maintain that despotism is the best kind

li

of government for them; so that in the hours in which I come

into conthq; wigh them 1 mua;hneceégéfiiy be an autocrat. I

will use my best discretion -- from no humbug or philanthropic

feéling, of which we havelhad rather too much in %he North --

to make wise laws and come to just decisions in the conduct of

1_ my buainéas -- laws and ‘decisions which work for my own 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. Let tqem turn out! I
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ahall si.ffer as well as they: but at the end they will find I

have nat bated or altered d&e jot." (167) '
Thornton recognises his class-relations with his empioyees for what they
are: a state of war, in which a strike is equivalent to a particulérly
intense battle. Under such conditions it is not surprising that he sees

‘the philanthropy of (for instance) the southern gentry ‘as "humbug" .

s Otherwise his speech is nothing but hypocritical cant. Hiq analogy

between the relations of masters and men and those of pafents aﬁd child-
ren is aétounding in its inappropristeness -- either to actual condi-
tions or to conditions anyone outside a novel couwld possible desire.
While it may be true that children "are the happiest under the unfailing
laws oﬁ a discreet, firm suthority", it is also true -- and was as much
8o in the nineteenth century as it is today -- that children require
from their parents love, protectipn and education: things which, prior
to Thornton's'"conversion", there is never any mé%tion of any factory
worker in Miiton ever getting from his or her employer.

Unlike Mary Barton, North and South is mot-wnly—not about working-

class life in the North, it is not even about the relationsnbetween the
working class and their employers under industrialism. What, above all
else, it is about, is a crisis within the middle class. The rural,
southern middle class did not, except at moments of particularly overt
class hostility, feel threatened by the northern, industrial working‘
class. A majority of the southern gentry must have gone through life
without ever seeing a factory worker. They did, howeyer, see uncouth
. .
-northern industrialists with barbaric accents at Westminster, and even

in elegant London salons. The Margaret of the early part of the novel
1

illustrates a fairly typical reaction to such sights. But a little

v
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reflection wouldlahof that these alien northern beings were the natural
allies of the gentry. They provided, in the first instance, a buffer-
zone between the'gentry and the teeming millions of Manchester, Liver-
pool and NewcastleL If the gentry did not feel threatened by the prole-
tariat, it was because it was the jab of\"thqse other chaps", the manu-
facturers, to keep them in their place. Secondly, many of_EBg«comforts

.énjoyed by the gentry were provided by wealth generated in the North.

.

. These first two points would have been generally conceded by the south-

ern gentry. It took a little more insight to see that the r ‘latianship
needed to become a mutual one. Mrs. Gaskell, child of the South but
living in the North, had the necessary insight. She saew that the brutal

way in which the workers were treated by their employers would, sooner

or later, lead to open rebellion. In fact, it had done already and
failed, but the working class had both time and numbers on their side.

What was required, in order to meintain the existing social structure,

was a subtle 6hange of attitude on the part of the employers. Now the

" “northern bourgeoisie, for all their energy and intelligence, were short

on subtlety, but their southern counterparts had sufficient and to
speref What was required, then, wag a marriage of northern economics
with southern personnel management: in other words, a marriage of John
Thornton and Margaret Halk. Each will exert a softening influence on
the other -- she will lose her snobbery and he will lose his overt
brutality -- and together{they will thus tighten their grip on their
privileged social and econoéic position.

. There is no deﬁying that this structure is there in the book -- in

fact Mrs. Gaskell borrowed a fair amount of it from her friend Charlotte

Bront&'s novel Shirley, published five years earlier -~ yet to express
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it in such bald terms produces a reductive, over-schematic representa-

tion of the totality of North and South. Simiiarly, ﬁo attribute to
Mrs. Gaskell such an amoral pragmatic set of motivations as this struc-
’
ture impliéa is to be very unfair to her. . She was a compassionate
woman, alive to injustice and ready to acknowledge both merit aqd‘faults
where sh&\?aw them. In Mary Barton it had been her fond hope that reli- ‘
gion would help to mitigate the suffering and strife of her age. With-
out (presumably) losing her own personal faith, she came to see that any

solution to these problems must be more firmly rooted in economic reali-

ty. And so, in North and South, she took a step back from her subject

in order to encompass a greater swathe of that reality. What she gained

in comprehensiveness she lost in intensity, but she did hit on precisely
)

those class relations which were most directly relevant to her subject.

It is very much to her credit that in both her romans & thesge she

conéistently adhered to what she perceived to be the reality of whatever
she was describing -- however askew some of her perceptions may now
appear to be. ’

A good illustration of this is the way in which the South is
presented in the novel. In the early stages Helstone appears to be a
past;}al id;ll. On closer inspection, however, it can be seen to be an
idyll only in the mind of Margaret -- in contrast, first with the
elegant ,vapidities of Hérley Street, and later with the ugliness and
grime of Milton. But relations between rich and poor within the old
social structure, can be, if possible, even more brutal than those at
Milton. This point ig made huyorously in Dixon's aside to Margaret:

"It's the good old Beresford blood. Why; the last Sir John

but two shot his steward down, there where he stood, just For
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telling him that he'd racked the tenants, and he'd racked the
tenants till he could get no more money off them than he could
get skin off a flint." (178)
And even in pregent-day Helstone itself, when Margaret returns to visit
after the death of her father, she is appalled by the ignorance and
savagery of the roasting of a cat .for some superstitious purpose (477f).
She has, from time to time, comforted the Qying Bessy Higgins with des-
criptions of the countryside that Bessy has never seen. But when, after
‘her death, Bessy's father tells Margaret of his plan to take Boucher's
children South, Mergeret's h;nesty compels her, first, to warn him about
the very low wages earned by agricultural lsbourers, and then to go on
to say: .
"I owe it to you -- since it's my way of talking that has set
you ofé on this idea -- to put it all clear before you. You
would not bear the dulness of the life; you don't know what it
is; it would eat you away l}ke rust. Those that have lived
there all their lives, are used to soakingﬁln the stagnant
waters. They labour on, from day to day, in the great soli-
tude of steaming fields -- never speaking or lifting up their
poor, bent, downcast heads. The hard spadework robe their
brains of life; the sameness of their toil Headenq/ their
IﬁéginAlion; they don't care to meet to talk over thoughts and
speculations, even of the_weakest, wildest kind, after their
work is done; they go home brutishly tired, poor creatures!
caring for nothing but food end rest. You could not stir them

up into any companionship, which you get in a town as plenti-

ful as the air you preathe, whether it be good or bed -- and

-
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that I don't know; but I do know that you of all men are not
one to bear a life among such labourers. What would be peace
to them, would be eternal fretting to you." (382)

There is a convincing touch of psychologicael realism in the way in which

Margaret is prepared to undermine her own idyllic fantasy for the¢aake'

of someone she cares for who has been taking it too seriously.

There is some serious debate on the subject of Trades Unions be-
tween Higgins, Margaret and Thornton, resulting, predictably, in a very
unfavourable impression (though perhaps not quite so bad (as the one
given in Mery Barton), but all gﬁ?&e arevshown to have points of view

worth listening to, in contrast to the sublimely irrelevant pronounce-

ment of the unworldly Mr. Hale on the subject --

"Oh!" said Mr. Hale, sighing, "your Union in itself would’

be beautiful, glorious, -- it would be Christianity itself --

if it were but for an end which affected the good of all,

+ ingtead- of that merely of one class as opposed to another."

(296)

© == which 18 roughly equivalent to saying: "Oh, wouldn't war be a beauti-

ful thing, if only both armies fought on the same side!" There is a
good chance that a number of Mrs. Gaskell's well-intentioned contempora-
ries may have recognised in this rigorously conditional blessing a paro-
dy of their own views oé—khe subject. But, if they had redad up to the
point in the novel at which it occurs, it is to be hoped they would rea-

lise its inadequacy.

The problem in North and South is not the same as that in Mary

Barton. Of course both novels arise from the overall phenomenon of

~ . ' \
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industrialisation, but the context of Mary Barton is much narrower than

that of North and South. The earlier novel, centred in the depression

of 1839-42, deals with the immediate reality’nf poverty. That, together
with the sincerity and };uthenticity of the descriptions of working-class
life in its early chgpters, is what gives it its intensity. Essentially
the pnoblemjis this: how is any decent life to be made possible for
working-class peoble in Manchester? There are two complicating factors.
The first is the theme that Mrs. Gaskell was to explaore more fully in
Ruth: that of prostitution. Esther's rather shadowy presence throughout
the book serves as a continuous warning of what mighi happen to a poor
girl such as Mary if she fails to guard against the attentions of the
rich and cynical Harry Carson. In the end Mary's virtue, aided by her
love for Jem Wilson, triumphs. This is not incredible, but it does
raise a doubt 'about the:extent to which the details of Mary's behaviour
are representative of her counterparts in reality. The second factor is
the issqe of criminality; the taint of culpability attached to a man
who, thoug‘h proved innocent, has stood trial for murder. Jem, although
he haghbeen popular with both his employer and his fellow-employees,
although he is an outstanding workman, loses his job as a diréct result
of having been accused of murder. However unlikely the union-inspired
murder may have been, the issue of false or mistaken accusation is one
which does recur from time to ‘time. The solution is emigration to
Canada: to start a new life in a new country. But it is never made

entirely clear to which problem this is intended to be the solution.

Most obviously, it is the solution to the problems of a man who has been

accused of murder and a woman who is the daughter of the real murderer.

But that is hardly the central issue of the book. As I have said, the
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reconciliation between Barton and Carson and the "reform" of the latter
impose too heavy a tax on the j7adet’s credulity. If Carson's improve-
ments are to have any efficacy, it is hard to\see‘why Jem and Mary have
to come to Canada to achieve a happy ending. My suggestion is that Mrs.
Gaskell hérself found it hard to believe that a happy ending was attain-.
able for them in England. The charge of murder against Jem and Mary's
taint of being a murderer's daughter serve as a convenient device to

provide an extra incentive for them to leave the country. Thus the
n

solution is external to the provenance of the book; and even the problem
which it addresses is external to the book's main concerns. Mrs.
Gaskell's perceived need to furnish a happy ending (i.e. to work within

the novelistic:tradition) has thereby done damage both to the verisimi-

litude of her novel and to the thesis of her roman & thise.

It is easy to see three ways in which the ending of Mary ﬂi?ion

might have been made less happy, and the book as a whole more amenable

to twentieth-century tastes. Firstly, Mery might have succumbed to
Harry Carson'and/ihus have met a fate like Esther's; secondly, she might
have failed to reach Will Niléon in time to save Jem from the gallows;
and thirdly, there might have been no reconciliation between Barton and
Carson. From a twentieth-century point of view, the first and third of
these would probably have constituted "improvements" in the book; they
would have been the natural outcom? of the situation Mrs. Gaskell is
describing. Yet ;b'ié from the secondnone that the happy ending most
nature}ly proceed;, and it_ is precisely this possibility -- that of
. -

mistaken prosecution -- which has least to do with the problem that the

book as a whole addresses. The constraint of providing a happy ending

is therefore not a superficial one, a matter of grafting a false conclu-
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sion onto a set of valid premises; it reaches deep into the structure of

. the book and forces Mra. Gaskell to erect a structure wich, while it is

viable within the tradition of the novel, falgifies some of the experi-

ence to which she is ogherwise 80 true.

What Canada is to Mary' Barton, Mr. Bell's legacy is to North and

’

South. Mr. Bell is everybodyl's favourite rich uncle. He is kind and

;

charming tqg the point of knowiné exactly when to dié, which he does to
the considerable inconvenience of his otherwise healthy self. Despite
"his occasional appearances, he is as external to the story as Canada is

&

to that of Mary Bérton; Yet, in striking similarity to the structure 1
have just been describiﬁg in the esrlier anel,‘Mre. paskell has to
gneate a problem for his legacy to solve, Throughout(moat of the book,
Thornton is one of the most prosperous mill-owners in Milton. Towards
the end there is a general dépresaion, which forces some of the masters
out of business. But if anyone st all. is to survive --- and every
depression in trade must have h;d its survivors as well as its. cesual-
ties -~ it is likely to be Thornton. Yet Mrs. Gaskell forces him to go
under with the rest. Why? The only answer furnished by the text .is so
that Margaret can rescue him with the wealth she has recently acquired

from Mr. Bell. What Mrs. Gaskell wented to show was that humane and

effective management of the urban proletariat could only be achieved by

\‘ v

a marriage of the northern and Bouthern branches of the middle class.
Being herself in the somewhat ambivalent position of a Southerner living
in the midst of northern industrialism, she must have been partiéhlarly
anxious to show her northern' peers that the old southern middle cless
had a real and valuable contribution to make. The mérriege must there~

fore be one of equality. And, given the preoccupastion of the nortHern
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mill-owners with what she calls "the cash qexus", whap more effective
way of equalising the marriage then by giving Margaret a large sum of
money to contribute to it? Northern readers might consider Margaret's
philanthropy so much "humbug", but they were not likely to fail to see
the velue of cash, while southern readers, who, as Jane Austen bears
ample witness, were by no means indifferent to the value of money, w?ie
more likely to be alive to the humanitarian and paternaliagic values
represented by Margeret.

Once agair the solution is external to the problem. Mr. Bell's
legacy does not gecm likely to save future Bessy Higgins's from dying of
industrial diseases, or to pfevent future John Bouchers from committing
suicide. And even if it were likely to do these things, there would be
a limit to the number of enlightened Manchester mill-owners who’could

expect to marry southern heiresses and thereby realise their visionary

schemes for providing lunch for their employees.

In both of these novels, Mrs. Gaskell is faced with a dilemma. One

horn is the traditional novel, which demands a degree of versimilitude »

and a happy ending. The other is her didactic purpose in writing the
industrial novels, which demands that her characters and situations be
representative of their counterparts in reality. On the face of it,
ihe novel tradition is quite capable of harmonising with the didactic
purpose, with the exception of the happy ending. But as we have seen,
happy endings are not merely gréfted on at the last minute; they require
beginninga'dee; in the structure of tﬁe book. And that in turn inter-
feres with the'reéresentative requirement of the didactic novel. The

novel per se has no problem with eibéptional characters or exceptional

stories; 8o long as they are credible, they are quite permissible. But

A
e,
gy
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in order to address the social problems she dealq with in these two

'n0vela; Mrs. Gaskell has to make her individuals representative of their
o i X

_ respective classes. And in order to provide the problems with solutiona

which deserve to be-taken seriously, she has to\create stofies which are

not only credible for individuals, but also likely for whole classes of

, , J .
- individuals. He; ultimate failure to do. these things is not an indica-

.

tion of her weakness-as a novelist; it is an indication that the indivi-

§
L]

dualistic medium of the novel will require radical‘changes before it can.

succegafuliy tackle broad spciaf issues such as those of inﬁusﬁ?i&iiam.
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Chapter Three
Charlotte Bronté

Unlike Sybil, Mary Barton and North ar;d South,’ Shirley is a novel
thch is not always assigned a place within the Condition of Englan\d
canon. There are probably two reesons for this. One ‘is that, although '
it was 'written \durin; the era of Chartism, it deals with.en earlier
period of industrial unrest, thet of Luddism. , The other is that it
“takes in 8 nu)nber of social issues other than that of industrial con-
flict, and this has prompted several critics -- notably Asa Briggs -- to
accuse- it of "disunity". My cor;t;ntion is £hat bo)th of these reasons
pr‘ocee.d from critical myopia, and that Shirley, far from being apocryph-
al, deserves to be placed at the very centre of the canon.

One of the ways in which most of the Condition of England novels
differ;ezd from the majority of nineteengh-century novels -- at least, of
those that are 8till read -~ is in.their contemporaneity. The .typicalt
nineteenth-century novel is set in a period several decades prior to
that of its composition. The Condition of England novelg, on the other
hand, érz; set in période very close to those of their composition.
Cherlotte Bront&, it seems, felt.unable to deal adequately with contem-
porary isadea in a novel. The folldwing is what sghe wrote tq. George
Smith, her publisher:

‘ You will see t:;\:t Villette touches '0:1 no matter of public -
interest. I cannot write books h;ndling the topics of the
day; it is of no use trying . . . . To menage these great

matters rightly they nust be long end practicelly studied --

their bearings known intimately, and their evils felt

L
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gebuinely; they muatlnot be takgn:up as a husiness ma{ter and

" a trading speculation.l | -

Bronté, as is well-known, was ‘a peculiarly self—effaging writer,  and

* this modesty should perhaps not be taken too seriously. wﬂether or not
) n . .

;he was able to handle them in a novel,, she was certainly intensgely
interested in tﬂe political events of her own day, and it will be wd;th-’
whileﬂfo loos for other possible reasons for her da@iqion to write -4 ”
. ostensibly - about ‘Luddism rather‘than Chartism.

‘Terry Eagleton claims that Shirlez is about neither Luddism nor
s

P

Chartism, but about internal confllcte within the ruling clasﬂ.
~ The main 1deologxca1 thrust of Shirley is to re-create and
celebrate that claﬁs-consolldation between -squire and mill-

owner, ach1eved as it was by the catalyst of working—class

militancy; and it is for this reaaon that the novel is at once -

backdated to' Luddism and relevant to'its own time. What

~ interests Charlotté about Luddism is hardly st all the nature
 of working-c{gss protést, but its effect on.the complex align-
L \benf‘of-;pteresth(yithin the ruling class; and that higtorical
closing of;ranka is obviously relevant to the problem of how

_ to confront Chartism.2 ' g ‘ 1

The moqi significant aocial/politiQZI conflict in Shirley is not betwéen

T w?fkera and cépitalists, but between Tories (Helstone) and Whigs (Robert
Mooreﬁ, Both of theae‘béloné to privileged classes, but their’community

s of interests hes'been temporarily obscured by the war with france and,
. particulariy,’ﬂy the Orders in Council which prev:nt the.manufactunera

from exporting their goods. Mdenwhile,'boﬁh groups are threatened” by )

the dispossessed workers and unemployed, and must consequently

~N

e

[,



“ term "Coridition of England" had not come .t(u_\l;efer specifically to the

group of novels under consideration here, would certainly deserve to

‘Dickens and Eliot put thoaeptrees .into theii' contextual,,f‘orest: of -
Dﬂ ' . ] ¥
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reorganise lhemae‘lve? in order to deal with the exte'rnal ,thre'at.“ This
"leaoon -from his_tor)""' hes obvious ap'pllcaf;ions to 1848, the year in
which Shirley was published. ‘ |

If theré is another reason why Sﬁi’rloz is set in the pest, it; isy .

one which is closely connected with the problem of the novel's unity. I

have already ‘said that most nJ.neteenth-century novels are set & f‘ew

1]

decadea in the past. I have also mentloned two novels which, if the

P

‘. have .that epithet appended to them. Both Bleak House and Middlemarch

are Eho’rough-going analyses of .the state of English. society, and both
P I" # ! N

" are. set’ in periods before’ those of their composition. In order to.
q \

aaﬂire t'o,-thé, comprehensiveness which both of these novels achieve, a .

certain distanoe from the subject matter would seem to be, if‘ not indis-

- - Wt

N\

pensable, then at least highly desirable.  The ndition of England

novels focus son the individual trees of industrial conflict, whereag
]

N
-

. Englieh society as ‘a whole" . Their forests, unfortunately, are so large

. that these parficular trees are. no longer discernible. Whét Bronte does
in Shirley is to create & forest without #ltogegher losing sight of the
treem - Naturelly, that invitee comparison with Sybil, the only other
Condltlon of England novel to attempt such comprehenaiveness. But _ the
similarity is a auperf‘icml one. Disreeli was eeaentially a tourist i.n
the country at large; Bronté had an intimate k:xowledge of the one small'
area of which she was writing, and _she used that knowledge to create a

vividly-roaliaodfm_olY:m of the whole country. Although the action of

the ‘novel never 'strays>pore than ‘a few miles from Briarfield, Bronté
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~ .
uses the idea of North and South in~much the same way 88 Mrs. QGaskell.

The major difference between the two novelists in this respect is that
’ () .

7

Gaskell, born in the South but living in the North, sees virtues and

vices on both sides, whereas Bronté&, a life-long Northerner, sees only

L
_virtue in the North and only vice in the South. But the essential con-

flict within the ruling class, bejween the old hiexarcﬁ& and the new --
represented, in Shirley, as land-owner and mill-owner -- is equally
present in both novels.

Readers of the more generally-celebrated Jane Eyre'and Villette

segﬁ to find it hard to Enow what to make of the more varied content of

A

Shirley. Here, for instance, is part of Rabert B. Martin's response to

& .

the novel: " '

A%? the action of Shirlez’takes place within the careful [sic]
described confines of Mr. Hélstone's parish or its immediste
neighbourhood, and characte}a'~whp go furfﬁér afield than
w Nunnely Priory simply drop out of the story until their return
to the circamscribed pockét of Yoréshine that is tHe centre of
the story. It is a locale of painstakiné realism with its

roots in the Annual Register rather than in the Gothic tale.

There .are actual working-men speaking broed Yorkshire aéfthey
dye cotton or lose their jobs, landladies worry about the
. . / .
rent, country visiting is accompanied by slices of hem

(nowhere else in Miss Bront&'s pages‘is there so much descrip-

A

tion of ‘food), the number of ahillinge needed to save out-of-

1

N o \
work labourers from starvation is carefully calculated$\8re= -

. ‘
serves burn when molasses is uged instead of suger. Againhst
such a

]

backg;aund of Monday morning, outsize emotions jand

-

)
i

oy - \.‘ C
&m-&{z»
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inflated rhetoric loom in fustian, and the®moon is suddenly

\

seen to be made of country cheese.3

By implicitly cgmparing Shirley to Jane Eyre and Villette, Martin has

betrayed himself, not only into some "inflated rhetoric" of his own, but
also into a degree of factual inaccuracy. 'Bronté's "research" for

Shirley ceme, not from the Annual Register, but from the memories of Her

.older acquaintances and the files of the Leeds Mercury, and nobody in

Shirley dyes cotton; although we hear about the workers, the actual work

they do remains a closed book. SPirlex’;s certainly unsatisfactory as a
Go?hic tale, but the real question raised by M;rtin's comments is
whether that of the G;E¥ic tale is the correct perap?ctive from which to
view Shirléz, and the answer, it seems to me, is clearly ﬁot.

A more helpful perspective is offered by Jacob Korg in an article
in which he addreeaes the problem of wunity in.Shirley, and figds the
ngvel rather(more unified than do the majority of critics: .

| Shirley's theme is, of course, the romantic egoism which is

the germinating impulse of .all Charlotte Bronté's wﬁrk; the
char;cters seem. to divide themselves into théee well-defined

‘»I groups, each wifh ‘@ different attitude towards ,this theme.
Cioeely igentified with it .ere the romantics themaelveé, the

* little group Egg{harhctera‘who choose to be guided by feeling
rather than custom or common sense; these include Caroline

Helstone, Shirley, the Moore brothers and most of the children

(though not the parents) of the Yorke family. The ofdinary

Yorkshiremen -- both mill-workers and gentry, slgch as Mr.

' Helatonq, the elder Yoﬁkea, and Joe Scott -- are plain, sturdy

folk, too unimaginagive to share the romanticism of the heroes

-
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"and hgpoinea and therefore at some dis}eﬁce from the novel's
thematic center. 'Most distant of all are the people from out-
side Yorkshire, the effete and overcivilized foreigners like
the curates and the Sympsons, whose emotions run shallow and
who are motivated by convention rather than feeling. ihus,
the novel may be pictpred as a design wh@se central point is
the romantic doctrine, with the three groups of characters,
each having'its own set of valuea and beliefa,\forming concen-
tric circles at various distanées from this cen{ér.4
Later in his article, Korg further defends the Tomantic perspective from
which he views Shirley by attacking the possibility thet it cen be read
as a social novel: ' .
kaharlotte Bronté's treatment” of the mgll-workers, in ‘portray-
ing their s;ffering sympathetically bul denying them the right
to act for their betterment as a class, is not so inconsistent
as it may seem. Explicitly refusing fo become involved in a
social novel, she prefers'to maintain tte point of view that
action is meaningful only when it springs fromxsincere indivi-
dual desire.”? . .

N " .
If a refusal to allow the workers the right to act for their betterment

B8 a class is a feature of romentic individualism, then all of the -

novelists under consideration in the present work are romantic indivi-

' | ] .
dualists. There may well be an ifement of truth in that, but in so far

as Sybil, Mary\Barton, North and-South, Alton Locke snd Felix Holt are
universally acknowledged to beLsocial novels, it does ﬁbQJaeam a parti-
cularly helpful statement to -make. Korg's insights can be helpful,

however, if we 'see Bront#'s romantic individualism as the equivslent .of
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what Cezamian sees as Disraeli's soci Toryism or fFryckstedt as Mrs.

Gaskell's challenge to "Christian" Engfand. There is no doubt that
Bronté is a romantic individualist. /But to say that with reference to

novel, she brings her romantic

*

Shirley is inadequate; in that

individualism to bear on a set of /problems that are specifically social

in nature. To that extent, Shirley is certainly a social novel, a fact

which is in no wise incompatible with Bronté's romantic point of view.
p

Although the charactegs in the novel are connected to one enother-

by their respective positions with reference to Bronté's central roman-

34

ticism, Korgﬂé article does not entirely solve the problem of unity in
Shirley; it remains to be seen precisely what Luddites have to do with
governesses. lgor Webb sees the‘problem as essentielly illusory:
The special history of women . . . is set in relation to the
history or the . working class, of the landed gentry, the
laiseez-fai?e industrialists, and the middle ¥&nks. - The ideo-
logical ambition of the novel is to discover and affirm in

these interconnected histories a single source of value.. The

»

_flawed rendering of Luddism demages the novel, but it is not

e

on the basis of Luddism alone that one can either fully under-

stand or judge Shiglex.6
The single source of value of which Webb speaks is of course the indivi-
dual. For Bronté& people have value only as individuals, not as classes.
But that is not to say that she ignores the issue of class; far from it,
she prov%dea what is probably the most thorough-going anlysis of the
cless st;ucture to be found in any of the novels presently under
conaideration. Although she is far from being a "levell‘r", Bronté does
JE the demage it
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does to human potential, and her analysis exposes some of its inhe?ent
contradictions. What ﬁakes this analysis particularly interesting in
retrospect is that it shows a soéiety in transition, at a point where
the land-based social hierarchy and the capital—based class structure
coexist on té&ms of near-equality. And it is in showing this process at
work that Bront& ultimately provides the unity that so many critics find
lacking in Shirlezi apparently disparate aociaf groups are seen to
suffer to much the same extent from the repressive and stultifying
struciures within which they are forced to‘\live.

Bronté covers virtually the whole range of the English social hier-

archy from the highest to the lowest. It will be a revealing exercise

merely to list the components of the hierarchy, together with their

\\\\\representative characters in the novel. To start at the top then: the
. ;ristocracy: Sir Philip Nunnely; the gentry: Shirley herself end her
relatives, the Sympsons; the indus}rialists: Robert Moore and Mr. Yorke;

the clerics: Mr. Helstone, Mr. Hall and Dr. Boultby; the -curates: Mr.
~Sweeting, Mr. Malone and Mr. Donne; the olq maids: Miss Ainley and Miss
Mann; the workers: Joe Scott and William Farren; and the unemployed, who

have no permangnt indiViduglised representative but 16 which capacity
William Farren does temporary service. Several things should be evident

from this list. First, that the categor{es are not watgrtight. Not

only is Wiiliam Farren variously.a worker and uqemployed, but Mr. Yorke
might as easily have been placed among the gentry as among the industri-

alists;" his family belongs to the gentry, but he has taken up maqufac-

turing. And that brings us on to the second point. The list is a long

P

~

3
one because it includes same social groups that belong to the emergent .

-
+
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nineteenth-century class structure, and others that belong to tge earl-
ier hierarchical structure which it was in the process of replacing.
Since the gentry are a rank, and industrielists, a class, Mr. Yorke can
be seen to be meking the transition from the eighteenth to the nine-
teenth century by acquiring a class. The fact that the list super-
imposes the two structures accounts for any difficulty there may be in
deciding which of any two éroups should have precedence over the other:

the mill-owner has precedence over the operative, as the lord of the

manor has over the farm-labourer, but it is difficult to compare the

representative of one structure with that of the other. And thirdly,
there are some notable omissions from the list. Apart from their own
specialised group‘of "old maids", there is only one woman, and no matter

\ {

how approximately the two struqtures are superimposed, it is impossible
to assign any spepific place in the hierarchy to tutors and governesses.
In this connexion it may well be significant that there is no permanent
male repregentative of the unemployed in the novel; tﬁfy may be grouped
togethiﬁhrith all tutors and governesses and'mostuwoﬁen, as 'the dispés-
gesged". Tutors and governesses are denied the right to any emotional
" or faMily life of their own, while the unemployed aﬁd most women are
denied tge right to the economic activity which is the sole means by
which they might exchange their "rank" for a '"class". That is why the
—~ name of Caroline Helstone, one of the central characters in the novel,
does not appear on the list. 1 will look more closely now at each of

" the groups mentioned.
Sir Philip Nunnely, the.only aristocrat in Shirle ,‘is the merest

cipher of a character'. It fs hard to imagine two attributes more damn-
/

ing for a character in e novel than td be good natured and a bacd poet.

N .
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His function in the novel is merely to deﬁonstrate that “Shirley will no
more swerve from her resolve for the sake of her "superiors" than for
the sake of her "equals", and incidentally to elié?f further comedy from
Mr. Sympson. It is true that Bronté had little acquaintance with the
aristocracy, and it may very well be that it is for motives of prudence
et she refrains from any serious ettempt to write about them. But it
is\\equally “consistent with her 1limited delineation of the amiable
. poetaster to infer that she recognised that even in 1812 the aristocracy

had had its day, that by its very lack of any significant economic acti-
vity it haed no‘part to play in the new industrial England. The precise
extent to which she recognised that fact will have to rgmain‘an open
question.

Only very slightly further down the hierarchy come the gentry.
They are distinéuished from the aristocracy chiefly by their lack, of
titles -- not a very substantial difference -- and in manners they are
inclined to ape their immediate superiors. They are frequently
satirised. "English country ladies", we are told, for instance,
have a certain expression stamped on their features, which
seems to say, "I know -- I do not boast of it -- but I know
that 1 am the standard of what is proper; let everyone there-
fore whom I approach, or who approaches me, keep a sharp look-
out, for wherein they differ from me -- be the same in dress,
manner,. opinion, ﬁrinciple, or'practice - therein they are
Q;bng." (3125
Well may we be reminded of Lady Catherine de Bourgh. More specifically,

Sem and the tribe of Wynne are introduced into the novel to furnish

examples of how not to behave. At tﬂ% school feast, for instance:

1]
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For Miss Keeld;r'; comfort, Mr. Sam Wynne inducted himseif
into the very vacancy she had kept for Moore, planting himself
golidly on her gown, her gloves end her handke‘rchiet‘; Mr. Sam
was one of the objects of her aversiorl\;u end the more so
bef._:ause he showed serious symptoms of an aim at her hand. The
old gentleman, too," had publicly declared that the Fieldhead
estate and the De Walden estate were delightfully contegious
... . (383)

But the epitome of gentrified, self-seeking narrow-mindedness is Mr.

. Sympson. When fSam Wynne's symptoms of passionate and sentimental
‘o

attachment have become so acute as to induce his fether to apply on his
behalf for the position of husband to Miss Keelder, Mr. Sympson sp/lut-
ters his approval of ~the candidate: "'Decidedly suitaeble! Most proper!'
pronounced Mr. Sympson. 'A fine unencumbered estate; real substance;

good connexions. It must be done'" (443). 'Mr. Sympson here evinces the

traditional aversion of the English gentry to, on the one hand, the
sentimental view of marriage, and, on(the other, verbs and personal
pronouns. In only@en words he has performed an act of linguistic
eélf-demolition; the remainder of his role in the novel is mere com-
mgntgry on that . act. But before leaving him entirely to his own
devices; it is worth looking briefly agaKinat what groups of people“M:r.
Symésqn's prejudices are directed. The first answer must be: women; he
would ‘be unlikely to aee'any need to set himself up as marriage-broker
on behalf of a nephew. When Shirley allows him to think she plans to
marry Roﬁert.Moore, his expostulation is "'The Flemis; knave! The low

)tra'derl"' (518). Since women, foreigners and peraons belonging to

social groups he considers lower than his own constitute all but s tiny

~
i
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minopity of humankind, the final answer must be: nearly everyone.
However, Bronté's portrayal of the gentry is by no means all satir-
ical. After all, Shirley heréelf belonge. Lo their number. Like Mr.
Yorke, she is a trensitional fiqure, for a 1large. proportion of her
income must come from Hollows Mill, but her position in sgociety is
ldéfined by her family. We are told: "There Qere mercantile families in
the district boasting twice the income, but the Keelders, by virtue of‘
their antiquity, and the distinction of lords of‘ the manor, tookgthe
precedence of all" (208). Bronté sets out quite clearly the apparent

paradox that the higher income dowt necesgarily mean the higher

he tenacity with which old

. !
and ossifying patterns of thought were clung to emid the rise of indus-

position in society. The reason for this is

“tria‘l capitalism. Shirley, of course, has a much larger function in the
novel than merely to represent the gentry; she tells us more about being
a woman than dbout being lady of the manor. But in so far as she is

A

ylady of the menor, it is, paradoxically, her paternalistic values that

o

are of the most importance. Her easy-going manner wi‘th the poor, and
her charitable‘ provision for them are vital qualities which the capita-
lists lack and which they must learn from the gentry.

These capitalists -- in the West Riding, mainly r;\ill-owners -- were
the people who saw that, regardless of whether or not anybody liked it,
technological innovation and expanding industry were the inevitable
direction in which the country was heading. There is a case for saying
that there is.no represent'ative of this class in Shirley. Shirley her-
self end Mr. Yorke are both recruits from the gentry, and, in Robert

Moo‘re, Bronté had to reconcile the roles of romantic hero and hard-

headed capital“ist. That reconciliation is achieved, if at all, only

$
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after several very traumatic events in Moore's life, culminating in his
being shot and severely wounded. It is in the early part of the novel
t.hat he comes closest to being a representative of his class, and as
such he is almost universally hated: "And it perhaps rather agreed with
Moore's tgmperament than otherwise to be generally hated; especially
when he believed the thing for which he was hated a right and expedient
thing « « + " (63). This is only one of many equivo?ationé over the
character of Moore. The thing for which he is hated is the direct
result of setting his own commercial interes;ta above any other consider-
ations, and, contrary to the implicetion ofJ the ’sentence quoted, there
is nothing admirsble or heroic about that. kJie is again portrayed in a
heroic light, when, after tHe successful defence of his mill against the
attack of the Luddites, he ensures that proper care and medical atten-
tion are given to the wounded rioters. In the real iﬁcident on which
that epieode';s based,. the attack on Rawfolds Mill, Mr. Cartwyight, the

mill-owner, is_ said to have withheld medicel attention end even water

from the wounded rioters unless they turned informer.7 Bronté is

writing a novel, not a historical asccount, and is consequently under no

obligation to stick to the facts, but such historicel evidence as thére
is does not suggest that Moore's actions are typical of his class.
Elsewhere we are given hints that he is reaily a kindly man. His inter-
cession with Mr. Yorke to find work for Hilliam Farren is one such hint,
but we are left wondering whether someone who employs cheap child labour
vwhile the unemployed parents of those children are unable to feed them
adequately can really be a kindly man. Not only does Bronté try to
convince ué that Moore is not as bad as he seems to be; she also makes

excuses for  his ° being as bad as he is:

9

¢
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it is not to be expected that he would deliberate much as to

[l

‘whether his advance was or was not prejudicial to others. Not
5 .

being a native, or for any length of time a resident of the
neighbourhood, he did not sufficiently - care when the new

inventions threw the old workpeople out of employ: he never

L

asked himself where those to whom he no longer paid weekly
!
L wages found da’ly bread; and in this negligence he only
. A . ’

resembled thoannds besides, on whom the starving poor of
Yorkshire eeemedito have a closer claim. (61)
What this amounts to in ef*ect is that Mooore, being half-Belgian, could
not recogﬁise starvation whgn'ﬁé éaw it; others in his-poeitioh, being
English, could, and that he is theref;re leas to blame than they are.

The best that can be said sbout that is that Brontd put her experiences

in Belgium to better use in Villette.

There are some respects in which Bront& was able to make Moore the.

kind of character she wanted him to be without making him such a curious
specimen of his class. She has him say to Caroline, for instance, "'You

are mistaken if you think 1 am anxious to curry favour with rich and

-
o- v-

“great people. I only want means -- a position -- a career'"'(llo}. His
manner, moreover, suits his words: "You would not have‘thought, to look
at him, that he was a poor, struggling man seated beside @ richlhaman;
the calm of equality stilled his aspect: perhaps thif calm, too, reigned
in his soul." (306). RoBert Moore and Mr. Sympson belong, not merely to
different social gfoups, but to different‘epochs. To "get on in the
world" requires a very different kind of insensitivity from that

X embodied by ME' Sympson. To Mr. Sympson, only & very limited number of

people can be useful; he caen therefore afford to be prejudiced agaiﬁat

Lo -
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most others. To Moore, almost anyone might'prbve useful -- as investor,
customer, employee, wife -- 8o he must either already possess or

cultivate. the ability to be at ease with all kinds of persons.

That he is'also endowed with finer feélinga is more credible in his

persomal relations than in his,dealings with his workforce. There is
evidence throughout the book of his feelings towards Caroline, but of
course it is to Shirley that he proposes first. He sees that proposal

purely in the light of a business proposition, and that remains true

even if we ascribe to him the noblest of motives for not marrying

‘Caroline. For & romantic hero to propose to the wrong woman for

financial reasons is, as all readers of nineteenth-century novels will

know, an unpardonable breach of decorum. Charlotte Bronté knows that

&oo, .which is why she does not allow her reagers to discover the
circumstance until Moore's "confession" to Mr. Yorke, when he has
already had t}me to learn from his mistake.

It is only whenlhe has learned all his lessons and been punished
by mental and physical suffering for his earlier misdeeds, that Moore is

allowed to claim his reward: Caroline. In fact the double marriage with

which the book ends is rather = comblex affair. Shirley and Robert

Moore are already economically linked in the relation of landlady and’

tenant. Tﬁe land-owning gentry and the factory-owning capitalists are
similarly linked. Both groups are possessors, and it is in the interest
of neither to}lpae what they pbssesa. But their community of interests
hes been obscured by the warf The gentry are in favour. of the war
because patriotism is an integral part of their system of belief. The
capitalists are against it because the Orders in Council prevent them

from exporting their goods. When the Orders in Council are revpked, the

\"’)

b
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capitaliaté no londer have any pragmatic reason for opposing the war;

and they are not the kind of people to oppose it for eny other sort of
reason. /fhey can therefore effect a reconciliation with their natural
allies, the gentry, aqd both groups can turn their attention to their

natural enemies, the dispossesfed. The dispossessed have more immediate

concerns than what is happéning in Sbain'or Russia; they need food, or

the means to buy it. THE capitalists, who have-been.feally frightened .

s

by the Luddites, now understand thédt it will be much cheaper for them to

' supply\yhe needs of the dispossessed thaﬁ to risk further unrest -- in

i

other words, experience has finally taught them what the gentry already

knew -- and this, of.cougse, happily coincides with their need for more

Y

workers now that they can sell their stockpiles of goods and get on with

-— | © -~
manufacturing more. But, shocked as they have ‘been by what the Luddit;g
L s 5 g — i 4
were capable of/doing, they understand now, as they did-not before, that
it is very much a matter of éxﬁed;ency for them to be rather more

J .

generous than hitherto, to put.a thin smear of icing on the workers'

»

share of the cake. In particularly enlightened cases, this may even

[}

involve a recognition that they and.the dispossessed belong to the same

species, that they have .a common world of/Feelingg in other words, that

/

the diaposseaéed man is the cepitaiiat's brother. And in Shirley, so he’

‘is; his name is Louis Moore. pe I have said, Robert Moore and Shi%%;;

are élready linked economically; there is no need for them to marry each
other to bfing about a reconciliation. The link betWeen'Louis ;oore and
Caroline is more tenuous, but they do haQe in common thatrthéy are dis-
possessed; there is therefore no point in the;r marrying each other. So
in edch case a pogsessor marries a member);f_the diapoaaessgd,'thereby,
in a sense, reposaéaqing théh. The underiying atructuwea which‘bfought

/
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about the\EUﬁTlict remain unchanged; a point which Bronté made clearer

4

by setting the novel in the past.  But for a while, at 1east,,sdme kind.

of mutusl accommodation has been reached, and for as long as that

[

accommodation lasts, peoéle can be nice to each other again. As Robert -

’
~

Moore saye to Caroline:

N

"Such a Sundsy-school as you will have, Cary! such col-

lections as you will get!, such _a day-school as you and

-

Shirley, and Miss Ainley, will have to managé between youl!
The mill shall find salaries for e "master and mistress, and
the Squire or the Clothier shall give a treat dne a-quarter!;
, (598) -
This Moore's utépii is all coziness and Véry little substance. To give
him his due, he’séems to be aware of twﬁs himself. His ladt words in

! .
the novel are: "'Extravagant day-dreams . . . yet perhaps’we may realize

some of them. Meantime, the dew is falling?'Mrs. Moore, 1 shdll teke
you in'" (598). Since he 'and Caroline are not outside st the time, we

are left w9ndering in what sense he means to take her in.

The next step down the hierarchy brings us to the clergy. The fact

. that, although they receive s salary for performing certsin dyties, they

&

do not-produce anything, places them squarely within the old structure
;hat Qas witherjng away, though_ this has not become entirely clear until
our own century. In 1812 their infidence, and t?eir power to use it for
good or ill, were very considerable. In Shirlei the Dissenting churches
are closely linked with Ludaism, and their only representative is the
crazy Micheel Hartley. Bronté's hatred of Catholicism is one of the
more unpalatable aspects of Villette. For her, all that is proper in

religion emanates from the 'Church of Engiand. Anyone who opposes that

1.
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church must be at best misguided. But she is by no means uncritical.

As the‘famous “openi&sentence of the novel indicates, she has a paor
opinion of curates. Of tt?e three. who appearl in'.Shirle s, two are fTom
the South of Englan.d and one is Irish. She does n(;t absolut?ly make
this an excuse for their'neglect of their duties, but she does extrect a-
fair amount of humour Fr:om their‘ignorance of Yorkshire ;nanners. She
endows each of them with a nun;ber of ir?dividual( qualities,' but essen-

.«

v - . . A ’
tidlly they remain "the curate chorus". As such they.are open to 'the

~
.

charge that they -are irrelevant to the pest of the book. In fact, they
are no more irrelevant than the chorus tv a Greek play, a_point which is
demonstrated edeptly by -Igor Webb. He begins by quoting from Q

passage in which the three curetes are dining together at Mrs. Gale's

A % -
house. Malone has just cried out .for "more bread": ‘

~

J

\ . Mrs. Gail offered the loaf. \ ) ]

"Cut it, woman," said h;r guest; and the *'wbr:jan" cut it
accordingly. Had she followed her inclinations, she wouid
"have cut the paI‘SOH-alSO; her Yorkéhire‘soul revolted absolu-

‘.\ .

Webb goes on to say:’ . )

+

tely from hi:ss‘n'lar]ner of command. (42)
Malone's impious, aL:rogence marks him as & stranger to York-
ghire. In Shirlgz Charlhotte Brontée at\tt‘ibut,es to Yorkshire a
tfad{tional mutual reapect“ a}xd cohmonality amoné classes; |
allowing\hfor a rough independence but also for a fixed hier-
archy, this; commonality is posited in the novel as tl;e basis

\ .

§n which harmény, a pious, vital community life, might be
regained. Moreovér, this once extant harmony, although partly

violated in the novel. by the Yorkshire people t;hemselvés, is
. ~, [

~
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| mqst crudely violated by any number of outéideps. Prominent

: - 4
. in thls(§1ien invasion, the curates expose themsrlves as un-

-
~

worthy by "their cra;s intolerance, their boorishness, their
scofn for the claims cf human moral equality. Bronté pointed-
1y underlines, in the opening scene, Kée false distinction
between ser\ant and quest. The quotation marks asround "woman"
. indi&ate, as well, that she iﬁtends us to notice, beyoqd the

~

false distinctions of claés, the equally fglse distinctions

between the sexes. far from an irrelevancy, then, the curates-

dramatize one aspect of the external tgreet to Yorkshire.and,
chiefly, & certain male selfcenteredness, a8 pervasive male
chauvinism (to use our language).8 ’

Despite Webb's v;ry different starting point, this comes close to
Korg's romant'ic reading of the novel. From either point of view, t;;
curates are thematlcaily indispensable.

Unlike *he curates, the three rectors are more sharply individual-
ised. LEven so, their personalities are subservient to their function of
demonstrating the range of typeslpossible within the Church. At either
extreme are the pompous Dr. Boultby and thé saintly Mr. Hell. ,[hgy're-
present the worst and the best the Church has to offer. Somewhere in
between is the more interesting figure of Mr. Helstone. He is a clergy-
man who has misséd his vocation as a soldier, and he is more remarkable
for h}s political opinions ®kan for his religious doctrines. He is an
old High Tory, and as such he has nothing but contempt for those who
belong to the new structure. Before thezmérriage of land and capital is

even a courtship, Shirley asks him what Robert Moore's politics are.

"'"Those of a tradesman{'" he replies, "nérréw, gelfish and wunpatrio-

S
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tic'" (2145.. Buf after tho Battle of Hollows Mill, which has demonstra~
ted the desirability uf thet.alliance, he says to Shirley:
"Your tenant Mpore . . . has won my spprobation. A cooler
commander I would not wish fo see, nor -a more determined.
Besides, the man has shown soﬁnd Jjudgement and good sense. .
he Bes hithertou been very unbopdlar in the neighbourhood; but,
mark my words, the tide of opinion will now take a turn in his
fevougg people will now find out that they have not ;ppreciat—
\ ed him, and will hasten to remedy their erro;; and he, when he
percelves the public disposed to acknowledge his,mer;ts, will

show a more gracious mien than that wilh which he has hitherto

favoured us." (354)

i

It will be some time before he is fully vindicated, but these words of

4&% Helstone regarding his future nephew-in-law do turn out tc have been
prophetic. He has hitherto identified his own interests with those of
the gentry; now for the first time he recogniezs the need for an " alli-
ance with the capitalists. "Mr. Hall will continue to do-what he ber—
ceives to be his duty under any regiwe; but Mr. Helstone acknowledges
the n;ed for the old structure to come to an accommodation with the new.

The next step down the hierarchy brings us to the old maids, but
the; are accorded even this lowly status only because;theylare consider-
ed ladies rather than women. They are not defined by their economic
activity; therefore they are\not a class. Being neither workers nor
breeders, the; are useless to phe capitaliét structure; it is small
wondé;, then, that most of them sPend their lives in earneéz atéempts to

make themselves useful. In fact, they are .a sort of waste matérial,

generated by an attitude that sees human beings, particularly women, as
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commoditiés, to be dumped out of sight when they ;}e o no further use.
To become such a piece Ar humaﬁ refuse is fke fate that awaits any young
lady who loses in the marriage gaée, and the fate of old maids is in-
separable from that of women in general. There will be mpre to say on
that subject later, but for the present 1 will paés on to the workers
and the unemployed..

» ¥
The only individual representatives of this class are Joe Scott and

[+

"William Farren. Joe Scott is an overseer, Robert Moore's "right-hand

¥

man"

Farren, on the other hand, is a working man pure and simple, except that

when we meet him he is unemployed. It is by being shown the domestic

‘economy of his household that we learn of the real conditions under

whlch the unemployed lived. But Farren is rather a domestic beast than
a Luddite. After his initial conversatipn with Robert Moore, we are
told that: ' o
By speaking kindly to William Farren, -- who was s very honest
man, without hatred or envy of those more happily circums-

tancec then himself; thinking it no hardship end no injustice

to be forced to live by labour; disposed to be hanourably can-

tent if he could but get work to do, -- Moore might have made
a friend. (157) -
L 4

Mocre will of course learn from his mistake; when he has learnegd the

expediency of making such friends he will provide a Sunday-school for

Farren's children. But what is most interesting is the way fn which

Farren himself is described.r Bronté's respect for the working clsss is
of rather a peculiar nature. Farren, she says, is "disposed to be

honourably content". The juxtaposition of "honourably" end '"content"

h ?

y and! as such he cannot be said to be typical of the warking claébt

‘
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would seem to indicate that he is hapourable only in so far as he is
L} ,

\

content with his lq}. He is of course allowed to be discontgnted while .

1

he is unemployed, as long as he.doeshbothing more sbout it than a little

ineffectual pleading. Those who do tryﬁto do something ahout their

N *

plight are made the subjects of plain abuse. Michael Hartley ig a half-
: ) ‘
crazed alcoholic. We nevey see the leaders of the Luddites, but we are

[a}

told that: ‘ -
Tﬁey were strangers: emissaries from the large towns. Mostidf
' them were ;ot members of the operative class: they were chief-
ly "agwndraughtsJ, men always in debt and often in drink‘-—
men who'had nothing to lose, and much -- in the way of chérac-
, ter, cash and'ﬁéeanlinessﬁer to ;:?%. (370)
~tater on disaffection is\personnified: "Disaffection . . . was still

heard muttering to himself. He swore ominous oaths over the druggéd
¢ /

L J ]

beer of alehouses, and drank strange toasts in fiery British gip" (493).

We should by naw be familiar with the Condition of England novelists'

device of externalising the undesirable. In the light of- Korg's esser-

g ‘
tion that Yorkshire is the "romantic centre” of the novel, it is not

surprising that the device is particularly pronounced in Shirle&. Just

-

as the curates comeijapm‘lrelend or the South of England and Robert

o
Moore from Belgium, so the Luddite leaders are "emissaries from the
J

large towns". The working clasé,~Yorkshire variety, is disposed to be

§

honourably content. But iné}heysecond quotation, the nebulous Ludditg

"~

leadership is endowed with a positfvely demonic quality that breaks

through the narrative decorum of the book. This is the kind of lanéuage
. : ° .

thch, applied-to nobody in particular, bélongs more to popular journal-

ism than to }he novel.
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And if Moolf only knew 1t, the canine William Farren is his mas-% .
[ e : C
ter's begt friend. Apart from Caroline, the first characters in the

book to recognise ‘the good qualities of Louis Moore asre William Farren

' and Shirley's dog. One of the few critics to recognise the crucial role

played by the latter is Jacob Korg:

+

Theékcharacter wH@’ most perfectly embodies Charlotte
/ Bronfé'S/romanticism,and who occupies the central point about
| which the three concentric rings of characters sgém to be

'arrenged is, oddly enough, Shirley's dog Tartar.// A iarge,
uély, slobbering beast, half-mastiff and haif—bulldog, he has

no iﬁtelligence and is cajgble of only two reactions: pas-

sionate devotion and demonic anger. He exemgfifles Charlotte

A i /

Bfontégg doctrine of' feeling 1in its most elemental form.

- Between him and Shirley there is a .special intuitive under-
standing, and Louis Moore enters into this understanding when
the dog displays a mysterious adorat{qn for him, forging an

invisible link betwen him'and his mistress by going restlessly

I3

back and forth between them. gach of the Mooure brothers bears

a resemblance to Tartar; Shirley tells Robert Moore on one

«

-
occasion that he has a bulldog's tenacity and thet nature

should have given him & bulldog's head; ". . . you give no
N ; .

warning, you comg noiselessly behind, -seize fast and hold on."

-

She tells ‘Louis Moore that " you are my mestiff's

x

cousin; I think you are ‘as much like him as a man ca? be like

a dog." Moore in reply describes the unusual intimacy between
7

Stirley and her dog, which extends even to a kiss, and con-
X

cludes: "It is dapgerous to say 1 am like Tartar: it suggests
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to me a claim to be treated like Tartar."9

~

This is perceptive, but it is not quite adequate. Tartar 69y well be mt

'
t

the romantic centre o% the novel, but he is hérdly offered as a pattern
of behaviour for all'the other characters to follow. %artarxis present-
ed by Bro%té rather as a model of specifically working-class behaviour.
The general .attitude of 'his more (_Hlighﬁened "superiors" to William

Farren is simflar to Shirley's attitude to Tartar: they. are genuinely

~ ~

fond of him and they respect him es_.a judge of character, but they will
no more allow him to act with the freedom they themselves enjoy than

Shirley will allow Tartar to fight with other dogs. Dogs' are often

trained to display humen behaviour, such as shaking hands, and‘praised
when they do it. We are told of Caroline's elder Sunday-school pupils
that, "Peasant girls as they were, they had too much of her own English

gsensibility to be guilty of the coarse error . . . receiving her slight

smiles . . . with a good feeling end good breeding . . . (308). Or
again, when Bronté is giving .vent to one of her xenophopic bouts of

Yorkshire pride:

Now, let me hear the most refined of cockneys presume to find.

faultbwith‘Yorksh;re manners! Taken as they ought to be; the
majority of the ledq\and lasse; of the West-Riding are gentle-
men and ladies, every inqh of them. (346) .
These lads and lasses are gentlemen and ledies only in the same anthro-
pomorphic sense in thch Tartar is a fine old fellow. Let'them once try
to exercigse the power of real gentlemen and ladies, and they will become
"the mob" and bé whipped into submission; or let Shirley mete‘out to tne

real gentry a little of that "honest abuse" (345) which she is so sure

her honourable peasants erijoy. It is always touching to see ean old and

-

2
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toothleds dog, faithfully following his master with w}ﬂat'rémains of his

strength, and "It is always the frailest, the oldesﬂ, and\ the poorest

Y

that brave the worst weather, to prove and maintain lhei’r constancy to

dear old Mother Church" (547). " !

T 1
i

No sttempt is being made here to deny that Bronté had & sincere

t

-1liking and respect for the members of the work‘ing class; bqt' it r;lust be
geen that that liking and thst respect are tempered by an unshakeable
. belief that they mu’s\t know the'ir place, not attempt: to rise above it,
and‘not show disrespect to those who are already above it. ’She appesars
never to’ ha~ye seriously qu?stxoned the old High Tory ‘\//,iews of her
fatﬁer, and while, with respect| to some social groups, her /p\erception of
the neec'l for an accommodation be\tween the old and the new’ social strgc—
tures is remarkable, she seems to have seen the applicaebility of that
ac,commoc.ietior;. to the working class as being limited- to the cha:itpble
.~provision of' a few schools and & quarterly "treat" for the children.

In general, the working class have at least the consolation of
their own friends and families. Tutors and governesses, tht;ugh they are
ad‘equately fed, are releéated to some such positiom as that of Louis
Moore: "a satellite of the housaﬂ of Sympson" (1;29). The deprivation of
théir lives is treated much more fully elsewhere in-Bronté's work, and I
will not dwell on it here. It is worth pointing out, however, that they

are a class in that they are defined/hy their economic activity,. and

that as such the;' belong rr;ore to the/new structure than to the old. But

the ambivalence of  their position, always solitary, and occupying a .

place above the servents and below the family in e household, prevents
them from associating much with anyone, much.less with members of their

own class, théreby effectively denying-them the kind, of Eorporate iden-

.
)
. Fv

.%




-0 .
0'Reilly 100

° °
. f 1 -
a N

tity by means of which both capitalists and workers are able to define

their roles. It is for this reason that it is difficult t;o' aessign them —.

e precise place in the- hierarchy, .and, more importantly, that they are
' in a very real sense dispossessed. )

Y
1

« But by far the largest group of “the dispossessed in Shirley com-

prises all but one of the women. Women are, of course, in the first
' - ! - : [

instance defined b.y ‘biological rather than economic criteria, and 'so.,

strictly spesking, they cannot be called a class. But there is an im-
. portant sense in which they migh.t be termed a '"negative class", on the

grounds that most of them are denied access to economic activity. Here .

It

- are the thoughts of a young woman who does*.not consider it likely that

.

she will~gver marry: " o
| 1 speculate much on‘ the existence -of unmarried and never-to-
b;a-married women now-a-days; and I have already got to i:lne
poiné of considering that there id ﬁo more respectable cha?ac-
ter on this eqrth then an unmarried woman, who makes her own

way- through life quiety, perseveringly, without suppert of

husband or brother; and who, having sttained the age of For'ty-

" five or upwards, reiains in her possession a well-regulated
mind, a disposition to enjoy simple pleasures, and fortitude e
to support inevitable pains, sympathy with the sufferings of

others, and willingness to relieve want. as far as her means
7 L ]

o~

-

extend.10

~

Note the admiration for ‘any woman who can accept this state and still’
» ' s ) .
retain a "well-regulated mind", the recognition of "inevitable pains",

and, above sall, the determination to be useful despite the impoeéibility -

of paid employment. ' It describes perfectly the fate that appears to

‘
T
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await Caroligf, if only she'caq bring herself to accept it with suffi-
cient "fortitude". But this'is not Caeroline, confiding in Shirley after
vigiting Miss Mann and Miss Ainley, but Charlotte Bronté herself, quoted
in Mrs. Gaskell's biogr;phy of her. The only'alterngfive thet is open
to Caroline, as to Bronté, is to bécome a governess; in other words, to
step from one sector of the dispossessed to enother. .

Caroline is the type of the dispossessed Joman. She is what Jessy
Yorke calls "a.lady"l(l75), and as such she can never work in a mill or
as a'd?mestic servant. On the other hand, éhe has no fortune and so she
cannot expect to find a wealthy hussand without exposing herself to
accusations of "fortune-hunting", and iq\the eariy stages of the novel
‘she cannot even expect to marry the struggling Robert Moore; as she says
toi‘herself: "I am Yoverty and incapacity} Shirley is wealth and
poweé“ (262).. In this she agrees with Moore himself, who feels that he
simply cannot afford to marry her. The models of a woman's life offered

by the other women of Briarfield are not exactly encouraging: the most

desirable of course is Shirley, but Caroline does not have a thousand a

e \

year; there is Hortense Moore, who is a sort of glorified housekeeper to
her brother. but Caroline has no brother; there is the gloomy matriarch,
Mrs.:Yorke, but Caroline cannot hope to marr; anyone as wealthy as Mr.
Yorke: there, are the two old maids, Migs Mann end Miss Ainley, but much
as baroline aamines.and respects them, she cannot wish to be like them;
and Shere is the woman who turns out to be her own mother, Mrs. Pryor,
who has spent most of her life as & governess, and whose conversation is
full of the miseries of being either married or a Joverness. Caroline's

choice, in so far as she can be said to have one, seems to be between

becoming a governess and Becoming an old maid. The former, despite her
’ - a,
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mother's sad ¥experience, i's at- least an active, rather than a p9381ve
step, and Caroline hes a great de51re to do something actlve lest she
waste away from sheer inactivity. Accordingly, she informs her unple,of

her intention to "Look out for a situation", to which his response is:

""'Look out for a situation, indeedl’ For what situation are you Fit?'n

(204). When she tells him she wants to be a governess, he replies:
"Pooh! mere nonsense! I'll not hear of governessing. Don't
meétion it again. It is rather too fe;inine a fancy. 1 have
finished Sréakfaét, ring the bell: put gll crotchets out of

. your head, and run away and amuse yourself."

“'What with? My doll?" asked Caroline to herself as she

quitted the room. (205)

-

Women are not even to be allowed to choose the form of thgir disposses-

sion; like children's, their position in society is to be determined by

2 - &
their fethers, their husbands, or even their uncles. Despite‘ their

large difference in wealth and station, Caroline and Shirley agree that
they woulti like to have a trade or profession‘(ZBS). But the conven-
iional opinion .is that no woman should have a job unless she absolutely
needs orie to subsist: - g
So her friends thought, and, ss far as their lights enabled
them to see, tﬁey reasoned correctly: but- of Caroline's
strange sufferings, whiéh she desired so eagerly to overcome
or escape, they nad no idea, -- of hgr racked nights and
dismal deys, no suspicion. . . . (247)

Given that human beings are social animals, that they form communities

and work together for their mutual betterment, the cause of Caroline's

misery is that the greater part of her humanity is denied her; in other

&
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‘wordsy that the role which society expects her to play is'scaréely that_

of a human being at all. ' ' . “

Shirlei_herself is the one emancipated woman in the novél. The

essential pre-;gquisite of her emencipation is, of course, her thousand
. v
a year; without  that, she would no more -be able to enjoy her uncle's

absurdity then to give to the poor of the parish. Her éower in fact

derives from four principal sources. As an erhan, she is not subject“

3

to parental curbs. .Her wealth enables her to be treated with equality
by Robert Moore, whose f tnancial affai;_ are inextrfcably,bound up with
'hers. Her family and position as lady izp\ ~Jpanor e?ﬁé;t the respect
of Mr. He;stong, tHough in order to protec;ut:;m;}a-mfsogynist from the
feeling that he is teking her entirely seriously she has to take on that

masculine &dentity of'"Captain Keeldar" that 'Mrs. Pryor so disapproves
v

of. And it is through her more personsl qualities of integrity, hu-

mour, gen%rosity and autonohy of opinion that-she wins the affection of
- v

Caroline. ) A

r

Theré is a strong element of fantasy in the,character of Shirley.

Although she is the eponymous heroine, her arrival on the scene is de-

‘layed until Caroline has been well established as a central character.
( . N '
And in one sense -~ a fantastic one -- she is the answer to all Carol-

ine's problems. As Sandpa Gilbert and Susan Gubar say:

#x

What Shirléy does is whetACaroline would like to do: Carol-

ine's, secret hatﬁgd for the curates is gretified when Shirley

angrily throws them out of her house after they are attacked
by her dog; Caroline needs to move Heistone, and Shirley bends
him to her-will; Caroline wishes early in the novel that..she

could penetrate the busineeg secrets of men, while ‘Shirley

[y



0
\p}

0'Reilly 104
s 4
, , -
reads the newspapers and letters of the civic leaders; Carol-

ine wants to lighten Robert's financial burden, and Shirley"

secures him a loan; Caroline tries to suppress her desire for

‘GBobert, while Shirley gains his attention and a proposal of

o

marriage; Cargline has always known that e ‘oeeds to be taught

a\lessoﬁ“(Egnsider her explicaiion of Coriolanus), and Shirley

gives it to him in the form of a humiliating rejection of his

marriaée proposal. Caroline wishes above all eise for her

o'

long-lost mother and Shirley supplies her with just this per-

. son in the figure of ‘Mrs. Pryor:.ll

There is 8 sense, theén, in which Shirley represents the fulfilment of

& \
Caroline's wildest dreams. But as we have seen, she is also one of the
-

partners in what Terry‘ﬁagletéh calls the "marriage of identifiably
bourgeois values fwith the Avaluea\ of the gentry or aristocracy".lZ

He goés on to call her the "paradigm of the desirkd union between Roman-

ticism and reform, gentry.ana capitaligt, order and‘brogress."l3

(]
~

Critics have "differed widely in both their assessments and their
interpretations of Shirley. Two of them -~ Igor Webb ‘and Jacob Korg --
agree that the treditional accusation that the novel lacks unity, that

it does not evolve organically, is essentislly inaccurate. Beyond that,

however, they ,disagreé, Webb defending Shirley's unity as a "social ,

hové&", and Korg by means of his "romentic" reading. My contention is
- “ ", . 1
that the dichotomy betweenWebb's defence and Korg's is a false one, and

that their interpretations are in fact éomplémentary: What Bronté does

* ’

is to bring ﬁer intensely romentié&sensibiiity to bear on the. social
; )

problems with which she was confronted. By embodying in the "fangastic"

character of Shirley the powers and freedoms of which the "real" woman,

J ¥

A
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Careline, can only dream,,Bronté creates a novel of greater unity than
most earlier critics realised. _When Asa Br;ggs"complains ‘that "The
governess theme . . . is not pefated at all . . . to the Luddite

background",l4 he ig simply Failiﬁg to recognise the “Bcope of the

novel.. The theme of Shirley is not governesses or Luddites or old maids
‘or selfish capitalists or bigoted clergymen, but -the forces which bind

. these groups together. ’ Eagletop' dayé of Bronté's novels tha' they

ﬂdrématise a society' in which aihoat all human relationships are power
. . ‘ ’,

struggles."lf In & soéiety in which.ohe man’ can be husband, fathef;

employer, and upholder, of: the system of social, religious aﬁd political

-

beliefs that consolidétg and sanctify his position of power, any sttempt

to isolate particylar power struggles can produce at best a. partial

representation. By .addresging the proble"s of various grqups of
dispossessed people from her romantic pointlf of viewl}Bronté brings oyt

-~

-

the links thween those groups. Her achiev

that, unlike any of the other Condition of

N

to relate the governess theme to the Luddite background.

T 2
-

A and novelists, she dared

~§':} in Shirley is precisely

g

*
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Chapter Four

Charles Kingsley

q i -
B \‘ ! a . © /
Despite their ¢onsiderable differences, Disraeli, Gaskell and

Bronté have one essential attitude ip common: e deep-seated conserva-

tism. On the face of it, the foyrth major Condition of England’novelist

—

working in the decade 1845-55, Charles Kingsley, differs radically from

them, His first novel, Yeast, is reminiscent of Sybil; it is the‘story
‘ '
of an idealistic end idle young rich men who is teken on a social and

political tour of Engiand and awakened to the condition of the people.
y

Klngsley s second novel, Alton Locke, differs significantly from any of

-

its predecessors. Its full title is Alton Locke, Tailor and Poet, an

Autobiogiaphy, and it is the first-person account of a Loﬁdoner, born to
L

‘ boyerty and trained to be & tailor, who later becomes a "People's Poet"

’

.dnd a self-professed CharEiat. Whether or not this means that we are at

o .
last to be given an insider's view of the Chartist movement, I hope to

show in what follows. -

. -

Yeast appeared in instalments in Fraser's Magaziﬁe dufing 1848.

There is evidence that Kingsley .intended to turn it into a two- or
three-volume novel. However, accordlng to one of Kingsley's biograph-
ers, the principal effect of its appearance in Fraser 8 was to enrage
the magazlne 's readers, and Flnally, "in the face of ean edltorlal
ultiﬁék;m Kingsley hastily killéd pis heroine."l Although what had

been published in Fraser's was publlshed as a single volume in 1851,

KlngsIey never undertook his planned exp3031on of the book, and it is

therefore reasonable to regard it as an incomplete work. Partly owing

to editoriél pressure and perhaps also because serial publication simply
i-4
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did not suit Kingsldy, Yeast scarcely dgservéa to be called a novel at

.« - 2

all, and I propose to say nothing more about it here. Instead, I will
, :

focus on Alton’Locke, which was completed before it was published.

e

Mary Barton was probably the first novel to present what purported

to be an insider's view of working-class life. But the narrator of Mary

~ v

Barton is avowedly a member of the middle tlass, and uéeg her position
between characters and readers to mediate what she perceives to be the

reality of thé'characters' lives to the readers in,her many garruloua
* /

interpolations: In Alton Locke, Kingsley goes one stage further than

N

Mrs. Gaskell, in that he not only portrays a working- class protagonxsg,

but also has that protagonist tell his own story, thereby eliminating

the need for a middle-class "mediator". The rather apologetic'tone of

the narrator of .Mary Barton gives way, in Alton Locke, to a much more
- Y e
def fant one: 3

N .

But nine-tenths of the improvement has been owing, not to

the masters, but to the men themsélves; and who among them, my

]

preachers ‘and practisers of temperance, thrift, chastity,
self-respect, and education? Who? -- shriek not in your

Belgravian saloons -- the Cﬁartists; the communist Chertists;

upon whom you and your venal press heap ~.ery kind of cowardly

execration and ribal slander. You have found out many

Alton midhtv with justice have added the, other Condition of England
novelists to "you and your venal press". ' But even with that omisafbn,
this is powerful language, a..long way from Mrs. Gaskell's ceonciliatory

tone. Here at last is a hero, s‘ympathetically portrayed, who is an

aristocratic readers, do you think, have been~ the gféét
) o

things, since Peterloo; add that fact to the number. (271 :

-
— e

PRNER
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active supporter of CHartism; although he‘has.his moral failings, these
proceed, not from his ideological stance itself, but from his being
seduced away ‘from it by the ellure of 'p;osperity and a favourable
marriage. _But afﬁerwards he does what he can to maeke péparat}on for his
;ransgressions, and it ts never'sugéested that he has done snything but
the Wrong thing in‘éuccumﬂlng to témptation.a -
Degpite thié, tHe overall tendency of  Alton kocke is a profo&ndly
conservative one. There_is a fairly explicit warning of the book's
pblitical orientation on the very first page. By 1hoo§iné a‘?irét—
person narrator, Kingsley subjected himself to the necessity of -a double
" time-frame for the novel: én the one hand khere is the period- during
which thejevents narrated take place, while on—lbe otheg hand there is
the time at which Alton is narrating them.-« And tﬁough Alton cannat
elte§ the past, he is himcelf so much altered by the timelhe comes to
tellqhis story as to prcduce an effect not entirely dissimilar from Mrs.
Gaskell's third-person narrator. In the second pamragraph of his story,
Alton says: "When will priest go forth into .the highways aﬁd the
hedges,Qand pfeach to the p ghman and the gipsy the blesséd news that‘

.there too, in every. thicket and fallow field, is the house of God, --

ther

tgo, the gete of Heaven?" (5). From the first page, then, the

eader is able to glean g fair idea of what is Lo be Alton's ideclogical

degtination. Perhaps a quarter of the way through the novel there is a
reminder and an intensificaton of this initial warning: "For my part, I
seem to have learnt that the only thing to regenerate the world is not
more of any system, good or bad, buti simply more of the Spirit of
God" (111). Nt only is the solution to the problems with which the
novel deals to be a religious one, but, despite what Alton says else-

where in praise of Chartists, it is to be religious to the exclusion of

-~
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any other approach.’
' ' \

Writing before the word was coined, Alton could not describe hiq-
- |
‘ " self as an agnostic, but that is what to all inteAts and purposes he i@

through most of the novel. Towards the end, two attempts are made t%

convert him to Christianity. The first is made by the prison chaplain,
’ . N . \

N

and it is unsuccessful: f - \
“°

He carefully confined ‘himself . . . throughout, togthé
Y

o dogmatic phraseology of the pulpit; while 1 either did not
understand, or required juétificetion for, the strange, far-
Fetched,'technical meanings, which he attached to his expres-

sions. If he would only have talked English! -- and then they
’ ' wonder that their sermons have no effect! Their notion seems

r

to be, as my good chaplain's.was, that the teacher is not to

J
condescend to the scholar, much less become all things to all

men, if by any means he may save some; but that ‘he has a right

- ' to demand that the scholar shall ascend to him before he is
2 tuught, that he shall raise himself up of his jown strength
\\“~\ o ) into the t::z;;f's region of thought as well as feeling, to do
| «.  wfor himself, in short, under penaliy of being celled an
unbelievgr, just what the Eeacher professes
' (288)

. }here is much in this that must have been so profoundly/true at the time
it was written that it remains true today, -end Ln mgny subjects other
than re{igion.‘ "Mystification", as it has come to be/known, is the pro-
cess by which even ihé simplest laws governing th

° in society are so enshrouded in e;ote;ic langéége as to’ require a

ial caste of inftiatea, known as lawyers, to [nterpret them for the
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rest of us; likegise, the ideas disseminaéed/in formai education are
often expressed in a langggée so. far remoJ;d from that in use <MY
wdrking-class circles as to consititute oy themselves a major mechanism
among those by which”class distinctions are perpetuated. The passegé
quoted contains strong . criticism ;f the Church, but it is criticism
exclusively 9f the mefhod, énd not of the congent of the Church's teach-
ing. It is interesting, too, to follow ﬁhrodgh the iﬁbiicafions of what
Alton says. He is complaining on behalf of the working'class that there
is too much obfuscation }n religious teaching, and that its members are
therfore alienated from the Church. It is uﬁnecessary to meke any 'such
complaint on behalf of the middle and upper*tlasses hgcause they, for
tpe most part, are sufficiently educated to deal w@th the kind of
p%éaéhing that is done. Although Alton does not ;%y so himself, it
would be fair to say thst, if Church of Enéland ministers were £0
deliver their sermons in what Altop'calls "English", his social "superi-

L

ors"‘Would feel as alienated as Alton himself does by the technical and
) Y

ﬁystifying language in which religion has so far beeh conveyed to him.

The only way, therefore, for the Church to please all the classes would

.be far it to use a language appropriate to each one separately, and the

—— .

only way in which this could'be accomplished would be by holding segre-
gateh servides. Such a measure would be so utterly contrary to'all of
Kinbsley's intentions that even the faintest suggestion of it.cannot b;
imputed to him: Yet it is significant that, having recognised the
éroblem, he should deal with it in such & way as to suggest that "the
teacher is to condescend to the scholar;, rather than that the (workiﬁg-

cless) scholar has any right to an education that would equip him to

understand what the teacher is talking about.

1
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Before moving on to look at the second -- successful -- attempt to

conv;rt Alton, it is worth comparing what has j9§t been quoféd with the
7 - - ’ ’ A
fgyiowing exchange, which takes place, after Crossthwaite has taken Alton

\

/(5 his first Chédrtist meeting. Crossthwaite says to Alton:

S "Well, 'Alton! where was the treason and murder? ° Your
4
nose must have been’'a sharp one, to smell out any thete. Did

- you hear snything that astonished your "weak mind so very
exceedingly, after all?"

The only thing that did estonish mg, was to hear men of
3 \) . .’ . , -
my own class --'and lower still,-perhaps, some of them --

speak with such .fluency end eloguence. , Such a fund of

»

4 !
information -- such excellent English -- where did they get it
W . ) -

all?" (107F) - o
o/ - “

1

L4

There are, then, members of the working class who, whether ‘or not they

are acquainted with the\specialised langu;ge of religion, are aéle to
speak with "fluency and eloquence". There is no contradiction here, as
the working class is big enough to encompass a numeroué minority of
self-educated exceptions to the rule of ignorance. Presumably the
Chartists' fluency is“in "English"« -~ the’iaqguage that the C?urch 80
studiously avoids -- and the Chartists are consequently much better
understoad than the priests by  their wofking—class audiences. This may,
well account for the very curious fact that we, the readers, are not
allowed to witness the meé%ing which so astohishe; Alton. It is one
thing to say that tHe Chartists are eloguent and plausible -- and it is
certainly a refreshing change from the vituperation heaped upon them by
certain other novelisis -~ but it is quitihfnother to show them in the

!

act of eloquence and plausibility. The latger would require a de%agled

~

7
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presentation of their case, which in turn might have been a little more

* convincing than Kingsley wanted his Chartists to be. It is warth

noting, in this conngxion, that the rural poor, who are'entirely\lacking
in flhency and eloguence, are allowed to have their say at great length.
But by merely discu;sing the relative abilities to éommunicate with the
working class of the Church (in the person of the prigop chaplain) and
the Chartists respectivel;, Kingsley is able to suggést éhat the party
with the "correct" message is hampgred‘by‘inadequate powers of communi-

cation, while the party whose message, though sincere, is essentially

wrong-headed, is-able to sway the working class by its ability foocom-

I
’ . LG

municate with them in their own language.

It is onlylwhen, following his illness, Af@pn is successfully con-
verted by Ele;;or,.that."correctness" of manner is, united with "correct-
ness" of message. .Once again, the speech is described instead of
given:

She spoke of Him as the great Reformer; and yet as tHe
true Conservative; the .inspirer of all néew truths, revealing
in His Bible to every egfﬂﬁbysses of new wisdom, as the times
require; and yet the vindicator of all which is ancient and

kbeginning. She spoke of Him as the frue demagogue ' -~ ‘the

champion of the poor; and yet as the true King, above and
below all earthly rank; on whose will alone all real superior-
ity of man to man, all the time-justified and time-honoured
usages of the family, the society, the natisn, stand and shall
stand for ever. (356)

There is a <problem in philosophy centred on the question of whether

-

~&
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‘'specifically religious lang%ge should be accorded a special status as

distinct 'from that of ordinary‘language. There is no need to go into
that question here, but it should be .noted that Kingqléy’ has Eleanor
address the essentially secular pr.oblems with which Alton has long been
concerned, f:;ogn a religious poini: of view and’ in distinctly religious
language. Therefore, regardless of whether .or not her lanquage is
relevant to religious matters, it is reasonable ‘to éxpect that it should
- be coherent:. and rele\'/’ant to the question of class with wr'u{ch Alton and
his‘ story Bave so far been 'preoaccupied'. Yet that expectastion seems
unlikely to be fulfilled. Eleanor speaks of Jesus as "the great

Reformer" and yet "the true Conservative". If the defenders of reli-

gious language are right, there may be a special sens .-in which two

— ~
:

opposite and contradictoryIdescriptions of the 'same thing are reconci-

lable, but in the language of everydsy discourse the possibility of
truth in such assertions has to be denied on the ground that they are

self—contradictory.‘ The nearest approximation to something intelligible

that can be extracted from Eleanor's assertion here is that the integ~
ests ofrther working class ax:e best se;'ved'and vpr‘o_tected by the gnstitu-
‘tions and ideology of the Establi’shment. But that only shifts the
burden of self-contradiction from Eleanor to Kingsley himselfy, for if

such a view is attributed to the author, it is Hard to see why Alton

’

Locke needed to be written in the first 'Aplace. Precisely the same

objection applies to the ensuing pair of antitheses: "the inspirer of

[

all new truths", yet "the vindicator of all which is ancient and etern-

al". The implication here is that new "truths" never contradict old

_ones. Yet in social and political questions, as'in natural science, the

wisdom of one age is often in direct contradiction to that of the

»
'
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preceding one. ' Once again, the only possible reconciliation between the
antitheses -- and it is an unéatisfactory one. -- is to att;ibute‘to
Eleapor the view 1hat the best solutian lies in a return to a conserva-
ti;m more rigorous than that against which Alton and his fellow:f?
Chartists have been rebelling. Eleenor goes 6n to describe Jesus as
"the just;fier of H}s own dealings with man from the 'beginning"”. It is
axiomatic in logic that one cannot appeal to tRe conclusion of an argu~
— .
ment to support that argument's prem;sés, and it is.surprising, there-
‘fore,lthet somebody as‘enquiring ang indep?ndent of thought as Alton
should find this cirgular argument sc &ompelling. It is, of' course,
iﬁgended, not as a circular argumen@, but as an appeal to faith, but it
illustrates weil the danger of treating botﬁ religious and secular
subjects in reitgious langgagé. Religious faith may well be extra-
logical, but by mixing the religious with the-secular in this manner;
Kingsley is inviting tﬁe kind of criticism on the grounds of logical
coherencé to whjich I am subjecting Eleansr's argument. The secular

;quivelént of r¢ligious faith is political duietism: the acceptance on

blind trust ofA&ﬁspensatfons handed down by those in authofity. The

fact that many ﬁolitical radicals have been deeﬁly religious shows that
at least in prec%}ce this equivaiency is‘not always the case; Kingsley'é
implication that it is the case is another consequence'of)his fallure to
distinguish adequatel¥ between the rel%gioua and the éecular. Eleanor
speaks'of Jesus as "the champioﬁ of the poor", and yet-as "the true
\King, above’and below all earthly rank". The historical Jesus may well
h;ve been a "champion of the poor", but it is hard to see what applicé-“
tion this epithet has to the Church of England's, Christ. The latter

> personage seems more adequately described as a "King", yet once .again
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Kingsley desgribes His Kingship in antithefical terms. He is, we are
told, "above and below ;ii'earthlyiiéhk". It is .easy to see how the
nineteenth-ceﬁtury-Christ is EEEXE gff’earthly rank, but our cuﬁjosrty
to see on what grounds Kingsley woudd justify his assertion that his
Christ is below all earthly rank is sadly disappointed.- The final part
of thé ?asnge quoted -- *in which Christ is posited  as the guardian of
the family, society and' the nation (Eﬂé nation?) -- requires no more
commenf here than to point out tﬁat it is an eﬁdorsement‘ﬁf unmitigafed
conservatism. : : '

Like Mrs. éeskell, then, King;Iey advocates religious solutions to
social problems. That .is not to say that his pripciples were énything
less than sincere; as Cazamian péints out, "he was above all else a
crusader for social hygiene".2 There.is no doubt that in practice he
did a great deal to-ameliorate the condition of the working class. But
his analysis of the problems he was cohfronting leaves a lot to be

e ad

desired, precisely because he attempted to draw together religiaus 'and
. n .
seculatr concerns in such a way that, finally, he did justice to neither.

Although Alton Locke did provoke a good deal of anger .emong contemporary

.readers, Kingsley himself provides unwitting testimony to its ultimate

- conservatism. He says, in & letter quoted by Cazamian,

L)
»

I am quite astonished at the steady-going, respectable people
who approve more or less of Alton Locke. It was but the other

e

night at the Spesker's, that Sir *** ***  cgngidered one_of
‘the safest Whig traditionalists in England, gave his adhererce
to the book‘in the kindest terms. Both the Mars%els have done

the same -- so has Lord Ashburtén. So Have, strange to say,

" ‘more than one ultra—reqpectable, high-Tory squire -- 8o goes

-
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the world. If you do anything above party, the true-héarted

ones of all parties sympathize with you.3 . -

4

It takes a nineteenth-céntur)’ idealist to see in this broad-based

—

approval of his -own work & rising above party; a more sceptical
twentieth-century sensibility is more likely to see in it & recognition

that the” work in question poses no threat’ to any pert’y that is repfe-
a

sented at the Speaker's. ‘ o

s
'

Although Ki'ngsley's conclusions are ultimately -- if unwittingly =--
conservative, the fact remains that he does attempt, in Alton Locke, to

" portray working-class life. ' Despite this similarity between the two

’ novels, however, the overc__;ll impression conveyed by Alton Locke is very

different from that of Mary Barton. Early in the novel, Alton analyses

his own social standing vis-3-vis that of thi& eousin, Georg‘e: :

My aristocratic readers -- if I evelf ;;et any, which I

Q

pray God I may -- may be surprised at so great an inequality

i

of fortune .betwe)en ‘two cousins; but the thing is common in our
class. In the higher ranks, e difference in income implies
" hone in education or manners, .and the poor "gentleman" is a
fit companion for dukes and princes -- thanks to ‘t_he old
usages of Norman chivalry, which after all were a dembcratic
protest against the sovere'ignt'y, if not of rank,’at least of
money. The knight, however‘penniless, was the prince's equal,
/\even his; superior, frrom whoge handﬂs' he must receive knight-
‘hood; and the "squire ofi:-low -degree", who - invariably earned
his gpurs, rose also in that gquild, whose qualifictions, ;Sw-'
ever barbaric, were still higher ones than.;my which the’

Y - .

- ¢ " pocket givrs. But in the commercial .classes money: most” truly .
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and fearfully "makes the maé". A differeace in income:;, as you
go lower, makes more and more difference in tae supply of the
common neceaséries of life; and worse -- 1, education and
manners;\ in all which polishes the man, till you may see

_oftéen, as in my case, one cousin a Cambri;ge undergraduate,
and the other a tailor's journeyman. (209)

The. pessage contains a mild dose of that mediaevalism in which Sybil is

saturated. Coming from Alton, the romantic distortion of mediaeval

. history is rather more surprising then when it comes from the aristocra- '

’

tic narrator of Disraeli's novel. But wha£ more closely concerns us
here 18 the latter pa;f.of the pasgag;,‘where, in what may at first
appear to be a sliﬁ, Alton apﬁﬁkj_of "the commercial clesses". Is not
Alton supposed to be a member of th; working class? As a tailor's
journeyman, he‘cerpainly-ls, but his father,_ though unsuccessful, '"wes a
small retail traéegman‘in t 3 city" (7). In other words Alton, fhough
poor, has not been born'into/the working class éf all. What Al'ton says
about levelé of income at the lower end of the econom;c scale is un-
doubtedly trué; for the purpﬁse of pure bhysical survival, a very little
will supﬁly "the common necessaries of life", gnd any income above tHat

*
level has a very different significance from that-of the amount by which

~ -

.8 person's income might fall short of it. But, according to Alton,
these differences in income affect '"education and manners" and "all that

' polishes the man". It would be hard indeed to imag}ne such language

being used in Mery Barton. In the working~éleas society depicted by

that novel, "one's neighbour's poverty is cause for compessionate inter-

[ .
vention, not for competitive comarison with .oneself. _In par¥, this cen

be explained by the familiar issue of North versus South --- not, this-
; : - ¢ :

~—
¢ _a

\ i L} ¢ G
- . ‘ .
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) . &x%}me, the agricultural South, but London jitself. ' Manchester grew sud-

AR . ' e . ‘? . “

. derilly from a group- of ingignificant towns and villagé§:~and although the

bulk” of its popdlation came. from very different places, it was unified

P

by being, for the most péﬁt,(émpioyed in similar kinds of work. There
were only fw6‘s gnificant ,classes. in Manchester, the é:gﬁﬁ;eré and the
employees, and the'simplrcity‘of this situation must have done a lot to

encourage working-claess solidarity? London, on the other hand, was the
oy L ‘
anciemt metropolis, heunt of ‘both the idle rich and a wide variewy of

'

- the commercial class. Although the working class inhabitants of London

C}

‘were’ more numerous than those of Manchester, they were not unified by
o0 engaging in a&ny common pursuit. Nor were they exploited by any single
gaging b p Jor were y p ; y any g

other group, so that 1%\vould Have been harder for them|than for-their
\ .
Manchester peers to identify an enemy. Moreover, they were in regular

contact with the higher classes, not only as servants, but also, as
\ > -
Henry Mayhew shows, as street- merchants and the like, in a bewildering

variety of trades, each with its own distinct sub-culture. It #s not
surprising, therefore, that théy should develop a spirit more combeti-
A

tive than cooperative.: But this ;m%y partly accounts for what Alton

;ayb. As -he rightly points out, in the nineteenth century a gentleman

is a gentleman, regardless of hig income. And allowing for some atéenu—

3 ation as a result of the peculiar chtora of London life which I have
. been descgibing, a broletar%gg is a proletarian. The snob mentality

; exhibited by a man whq.is not\-a gentleman, bu£~who cah use an expression
- " such as‘"all which polishes tﬁe_man", is the Jiétinguishing mark of the
lower bourgeoisie, 'the- species parodied endlessly by Dickens; it is

)

exactly what qne-might expect from the son of a failed London merchant.

i ”

It is true that a person's class derives exclusively from economic

&
g

[y
i
¢

- -
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factors. But it is not, as is sometimes supposed, the size of a per-a.
son's incomé which determines his or her class, but the means By which
it is obtained. Alton's mother, widow of & shopkeépe?k,receives ar
annuity from her brother-in-law, end;{t"s thus quite consistent with
the poverty of * his childhood that Alton sho ld grow up with an essen-
tially bourgeois outlook. What is less consistent is his reiterated

. éléim to be a member of the working élass. Alphough it is never made
entirely explicit, there is a hint that Sand; Mackaye récognises this;
‘in any eventy'as part.of.ﬁlton's‘educafiGE,‘he.takes him to a part of

London Alton has never before.visited;' Tﬁﬁs i's Alton's description of .

£y
———

the scene: , . - _ _ k\\ !

]

.. It was a foul, chilly, foggy Saturday night.” From the
butchers' and greegrocers' .sheps the gas-lights flared and
flickered, wild and gh;sgly, over haggard groups of slip-shod
dirty women, bbrgaining for scraps of stale meat and frost-
bitten vegetébles, wrangling ebout ;hort weigh£ and bad quali- ..
ty. Fish-stalls and fruit-stalls lined ﬁﬁe édge of the greasy
pavement, sending up’odours as foul as the language of sgellers
and buyers. Blood and sewer-water crawled from under doors and
out of spouts, and reeked‘down the gutters among offal, animal
and vegetable, in evefy st%?e of putrefaction. Foul vapours
.rose from cowsheds and- slaughter-houses, and the doorwa;s of
undrained alleys, where the inhabitants carried the filth out

' on their shoeé from the back-yard into the court, and fggm the
court, and from the court up into the main street; whfie
aébve, hanging like cli}Fs over the streets -; those narrow,

brawling torrents of filth, and poverty, and sin, -- the

-

et
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houses with their teeming loed of life were piled up intc the
dihgy choking night, A ghastly, déafening,'sickening sight it

was. Go, scented Belgravian! and see what London is! and then

\ -

go to the library which God has given thee -- one often fears
in vain -- and see what science says:this London might be.
(87) '

Allowing fot the factual truth of the description, the heavily emotive

language in which it is conveyed is more suggestive of the reaction of a

"scented Belgravian' than of &« fellow-proletarian. P.J. Keating sup-

plies a very incisive analysis #f ,this passage: .

v

A

[ S
'

K}

Kingsley's sole intention is to describe to' the reader -the

)

horrors of working-class life; to recreate the feeling of re-

pulsion experienced by himself. Even allowing for our know-

"ledge (drawn from other sources) that’ conditidﬁs‘ in St..

° 4

Giles's were appalling, it is notéble that Kingsley has deli-
4

berately chosen what would normally be a fairly gay scene -- &

.street market at its busiest moment, Saturday evening -- and

'l

that he makes no attempt whatsoever- to present it from e
working-class viewéoint. The gas-lights ere "wild end ghasffe“
ly", - the shoppers are’ "haggerd groups of slip-shod dirty
women", and odours from the food-stalis are "foul"; ‘the food
is all adulterated and everyone is swearing. , The roads are
obviously never cleaned as the "blood and sewer water" mingles
with "offai animal and vegetabhp, in every stage of putrefac-

tion." The streets are "narrow, brawling torrents of filth,

+
-

and poverty, and sin". I i ,

There is no vitality, humour, banter- or laughter, and

¥ .
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there . are -no family ’sﬂopping 6utings.- The horror"belongs
entirely to Kingsley. _ And the final sentence [Keating termi- °
nates his quotgtion with "and see what London is"] makes it
clear that this scené ha; been chogen as typical of working-
class London as a whole: it is not simply an i;alafed plague ’
spot. This kind of slum description is the most common in
Victsrian fiction before the eighties. They are not incident-
al but hold & central place inlthe novels, in that they.are
being used-io grip the reader and stir hf; consciénce. Almost
everything elée that happens’ in the ‘ﬁovel depends on such
. scenes for its validityr To'show the shoppers laughing or
joking, in this example, would defeat Kingsleyfs main purpose
in writing the novel,‘éé would any suggestion that the parti-
cipants might express other opinions about ft than his own.
There is nothing indeeq to be said in its favour. It is all
’foul and should be swept away by proq;%ssive }egislation, and
meanwhile if we wish to praise a wofking man, we cén do so by
shbwing him as someone fit for middle- and uppe}-clas; sgci-
ety; someone who has no kinship with the "slip-shod dirty
women" oF.St. Giles's.4 f: ‘ |
I quoted slightty more than Keating because I wanted'to show that, Fér
Kingsley, ?he amelioration of the conditions he describes lies entirely
in the hands of the "Belgraviana who has access to libraries containing
books on sanitary feform;'it is for the working class to be improved,

, @
not to improve themselves. As Keating says, the working man who is

worthy of respect must absorb the culture of the classes above his own;

1 4

for Kingsley, as for other novelists, there is little value in distinc-

~ - -

"\\ oA
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tively working-class culture. It is because to & significant extent
they are an exception to this rule that the early chapters of EFEDL
Barton aré so remarkable. Alton's acceptance by Dean Winnstay and his

family, and his consequent embourgeoisiement, can thereby be seen to be

.an example of what I have called "bourgeoimorphiém". -
There are times when the extremes of radigalism and conservatism in

Alton Locke produce what can only be called sel¥f-contradiction on the

part of Kingsley. Early in the novel, Alton :discusses his degire for

"
what he calls "mental self-improvement": .

BO{ re are excuses for such a want in thg working man. It

. )

does gour and madden him to be called presumptuous and ambi~-
tious| for the very seme aspirations which aere lauded to_ the

gkies\ in the sons of the rich -- pnless,,indeed, he will do

one little thing, and so make his peace with society. If- he

'3

will desert his own class; if he will try to become a sham

gentleman, a parasite, and, if he cen, a Mammonite, the world

will compliment him on his desire to "rise in life".  He will

have won his spurs, and be admitted into the noble wpale of

knighthood, beyond which it is a sin to carry arms, even in

self-defence. But if the working genius dares to be true to

hag own class -- to stay,aéang them - to regenetate them

S to defend them -- to devote his taelents to Ehosé among whom
God placed him and brought him up =- then he is the demagogue,
the incendigpy; the fanatic, the dreamer. (53)

Yet Alton "deserts his own class” twice; in the first place by associa-

ting with Dean Winnstay and allowing his poems to be expurgated -- he

later repents of that -- and in the second, by being ggdgsffihinto
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conversion to a religion which; e& least in the terms in which it is’
presented to pim;\Pﬁfls entirely to address the proplemsbwhich have been
- his li}elong concern. The discrepancy is.principally one between éheory
and préctice. The éessage just quoted belongs to the former; it is part
of the commentary addgdey the ‘'mature Alton to the bare account of. his

3

life. Yet the actual events of Alton's life, which might reasonably be.

o 1
expected to embody Kingsley's theoretical standpoint, often directly

. contradict the views set out in passages of Alton's commentary.

Cazamian suggests what may be the origin of some of Kingsley's

selfcontradiction: , '

Alfon Locke tells his own story. qu the iybject of Qpe

second novel is more psychological: it centres on the persona-

4 lity of a man who represegks in himself the worke;§' revolt.
Economi; factors and poli£i091 theories are only important in
so far as they contribute to his deveolopment. Instead of &
diary; written under the  pressure of events as they take
place, Alton Locke is a continuous retrospective narrative .
. « Kingsley was far from béﬁng s dramatic writer sufficient-
ly gifted to create the géowth’ of a mind with which he dis-
agreed, without const;ntly stepping in to-set it right and put
his own point of view. He may also have feared that it would
;ndanger His pacificatory arguments to present the strife he

wantéd to heal with too much objectivity. In the event, we

are ?ffered a reformed Chartist retracing the story of Chart-

\\‘\\\d ism for us. His whole narrative is dominated by the sugges-

<

tion of a higher truth which appears obscurely in the early

N
chapters and is clarified.at the end.> -
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It might, perhaps, be truer to say tasz\lhe "higher truth" is further

mystified than "that it is "clerified", but otherwise this seems a fair

» T «
agsessment. Kingsley's "Christian Socieligm", though it was a long way

from anything now called socialism, was perceived by many of his con-

temporaries as un ul?ra-raaicﬁl stanpce. Their readings of Alton Locke

must have laid stress on different aspects of the book from those of the

members of the Speaker's Club to whom Kingsley alludes in the letter I

have quoted. Thé fact is that Alton Locke contains material for.botp
kinds of reading, though in the end the complacency of the members ;F
ghe Spéaker's is probably justified.’ .

1 want to look finally at the specifically aesthetic -sspects of
this question. The passage in which Al;o% gives Kingsley's first im-
pressions of ' St. Giles's is preceded by one which is of particular

interest in this connexion. Alton is a poet before he becomes a Chart-

3,

ist; and he has begun writing an epic set in th{§ South Sess. Sandy

Mackaye considers this a waste of Alton's time and talent:, and triip to -
7

W

persuade him to find his subject-matter closer to home. Alton replies:

"Well -- but -- Mr. Mackaye, 1 know nothing about these’

- g

poor creatures.” :

"Then ye ought. What do ye ken anent the Pacific? Which
is maist to youf business? Thae beare-backed hikzifs that play
the harlot o' the other sidd o' the warld, or these — these
thousands 6' bare-backed hizzies that play the hériot o' your
ain side';- made oyt o' Qoqr ain flesh and blude? You a poet!
True péetry, like true charity, my laddie, begins at hame. If

ye'fl be-a -poet at a' ye maun be a cbckney poet; and while the

cockneys be what they be, ye maun write, like Jeremiah of old,
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o' lamentation and mourn;ng_gnd woe, for the sins o' your
people. Gin ye want\to learn the spirit o' a people's poet,
o down wi' your Bible and read thae auld Hebrew prophets; gin ye
Qad learn the style, gead your Burns frae morning till night;
and gin ye'd learn the m;tter, just gang afteé your ngse, and

keep your eyes open, and ye'll no miss it."

"But this is a}l go -- 80 unpoetical.”
"Heéh{ Is t%ere no the heeven above them there, and th;
hell beneath them? and God frowning, and the deevil grinn{ng?
" No poetry there! Is no the verra idea ‘of the classic tragedy
defined to be, man conquered by circumstance? -Canna ye see it
there? And the verra idea of the modern tragedy, man cqnquer-
ing circumstance? -- and 1'll show ye-tﬁat, too -- in money a
garret where no eye but the gude God's. enters, to see the
/fl patience, and the'forgitude, and the self-gacrifice, and the
luve sfronger than death, that's shining in thee dark‘placea

o' the earth." (88f) : ;

Mackaye comes up with the argument with which we should be familiar by

now: that the Epglish have no business interfering with affairs on the

~.

~

other side of the world until they have put their own house in order.

S

~

But his is-a new variant on the idea; he aédresses it, not to philénth-
ropists or reformers, but to a poet. What is more, he maskes a direct
connexion between art and more obviously pragmatic concerns: "True
boetry, like true charity . . . begins' at hame." Charity, obviously,
must derive its motivation from expérience; but so, according to
Mackaye, must poetry. What he advogates might be. seen as an extension

of the manifesto set oué by Wordsworth in the Preface to Lyrical

3
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Ballads. Whereas Wordsworth called for what was essentially & one-way

tFaffic, the input of life into poetry, the imelicetion of what Mackaye

says is that this éhould become a reciprocal process, with poetry feed-

ing back into life; taken together with Kingsley's invitations to the

"scented Belgravian", it constitutes a plea that poétry -- or art in

general -~ has a duty to bring to the'awarenesﬁyof thosé in power the
réality of the sufferings.of others. When Alton complains tﬁét this is
"so unpoetical", he is giving utterance to the voice of a.millenium or
two ;f tradition which"dictates that ‘the subject matter of the literary
artist is to be found in 1egénd, religion and, above all,‘other litera-
ture -- not in everyday experience. It is significant that when Mackaye '
an;wers this objection, his appeai is not to the inherent validity of
everyday experience, but to the fact tﬁat such experience does in fact
meet predetermined criteria for assessing what is suitable metter for
literary treatment. Two of the three instructions he has already given
Alton are literary ones; besides observing the l;fe,aroundfh%m,'ﬂlton
must read Burns and the Hebrew prophets. All of this represegts‘an
early stage in what was to become a -major movemenf: the move awayﬁfrom
tradition and towards experiencé as'the proper place for the artist to
seek material. P

So quch for the theory. Alton Locke c9ntains one major practical

achievement. Set\againét T.B. Tomlinson's complaint, directed against

Disraeli, .Gaskell and Eliot, that -their Condition of' England novels

- consist of "truncated enquiry into sociological isgues on the one hand,

and thinly conventional love-stories on thg‘other",ﬁ Alton's romantic

‘attachment to Lillian Winnstay differs radically from the love stories

[*

-~

top \ ,
in ‘the other novels I have considered. Each of these writers uses his
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or her love story i/r)/a/way whi;}w gives the lie to what Tomlinson says.

In Sybil we are’ given the marriage of the ,aristocr“a(‘:y to & "deughter of -

the Peoplé", who turns out to be a disinherited aristocrat anyway; in

Mary Barton cless-loyalty triumphs and the marriage .is between . two

proletarians; and in both North and South and Shirley the harsh, pragme-

tic values of the manufacturing class are softened by marriage to older,

more compassionate, land-based wealth. But in Alton Laocke there is no

n{arriage. In the early stages of the book Alton, the ’young poet, wor-
ships the idol of pe‘rf‘ection he has nstructed out of the conventional,
upper-class Lillian, and by tM: the book she heg turned out to be
just that: a convé‘ntioﬁal,’ upper-class girl, quite willing to fall 'f'or

Alton's rhanipula-tive coysirr, George. Alton realises all along that

their different classzs pase an enormous barrier to his marrying

Lillian, and towards the end he realises that that barrier has always

been insuperable. The*situation is reminiscent of one that appeared in

&

a novel a few decades earlier: thk attachment of Harriet Smith to Mr.
Elton in Emma. _But there are significant differences between the two
——— ‘ .

situations. Firstly, Harriet's was never a "real" attachment; it was

something created and encouraged by her friend, Emma. And secondly,

both. Herriet and Mr. Elton end up by marrying 'suitable" members of

their respective clasges. The s.uggestion is that the very idea of a

marriage between Harriet and Mr. Elton has aslways ‘been preposterous.

~

Class is not an artificial barrier between them, but an essential deter-

minant of their being. Alton's attachment to Lillian, on the other

/

hand,~is suggested by nebody but himself. And thére is' no ‘happy ending

&
for either of them. Lillian, empty-headed though she is, is not so bad

as to deserve George, who.in any case dies, while for Alton the whole

A
’

S . . . -

Pl
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' thiné ends in disillusionment. His love fob Lillien hes alweys been an
. * » ! . )

—aesthetic affair ~--he first meets her in en art gallery -- ‘and in the

end he learns that life is conducted on \;ery‘ different principles frc;m

~'art, - But the "love-story", at least, in Alton Locke, is an early at-

tempt to }Wfroducle‘into art one of the prinbiples hitherto reserved for

L4
.

life. - ‘ o o -

-y

+

I
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Chapter Five
George Eliot

’

Felix Holt (1866) was published con:ider;bly later than the other
ﬁoveis‘l have dealt with. From‘opbosite ends: of the critiéal spectrum,
however, both T.B. Tomlinson, and Raymond Williems cl8ssify it with the
other Condition of anland novels. Ceflainly it has some Bf the princiﬁ
pal features éF the other novels in this group: an intelligent and radi-
éal working-class protagon}st; a scene of riot and disérder, in which
the protagonist struggles to évoid violence or demage to pr;perty; and &
romance of sorts, between members of different classes. It was, how-
ever, yritten under differént conditions from the other novels, and wﬁtq
a %}fferent’purpose. By 1886 Chartism had faded into history. Qhat was
aL issue was the debate surrounding the Second ReFor@‘Bill, which‘ras to
bé passed the “following year. Eliot chese to set her novel in the -
périod of .the First Reform Act (1832) and in a fictional town, Treby
Magna,hwhich was for the first time enfrancﬁised.«‘She devotes an .early
chapte; to tﬁe'hisgory of Treby, é'typiéai, non-industrial English mar-
ket town, and tﬁen givés the folfowing much—quofed comment: |

These'?xﬁal changes in Treby parish are,  comparatively public

. matters, ;nd this history is chiefly concérneq with the pri-
- ‘ : _ "~ vate lot of a %ew mén and women;'but there is no p}ivgte iifé
which hag_ﬁot been determined by a wider bﬁblic 1ffe, from the

time when the primeval milkmaid had to wander with the waﬁﬁe§r v

ings of her clan, because the cow she milked was one of a nebdi:>-

which had made the'pastufes bare. ‘(73) . |
-

Thig is a disarmingly simple statement of the ecoromic besis of personel

- /
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relationships. The novel Qoes on, with varying degrees of success, to

éxémplify that basis in each of its principal cheracters.

i —~ Of these, the most widely praised is Mrs. Transome. = Robert
L 4
Liddell, for instance, cells her:

-
\ -—

« « . the onLyAcharecter in George Eliot's novels great enough
to be called tragic; and ghe is in the typical predicament of
the 'tragic heroine in that shé desires contnadictéry and
irreconcilable things -- her son's” return and the safeguarding
of her secret. Felix is never privileged to meet her, but he
woﬁld‘probably be tooc insensitive qnd/too‘firmly prejudiced‘to
see in hér“sje walking’réfutation of hig’ stupid rémarké about
"fine ladyism".l - l
. The first part of what Liddell says attempts to vindicate the character- '
.isation of Mrs. Transome by an appeal to cléssical éragedy; "the
! imbliéatibn is that the novel succeed§ in so far’as it recapitulates %he
forms of .an eatlier and widely different genre. This is; a view of the’
novel .which reduces it to the ;tatus of closet.drama. In the remainder
of his éoﬁment, iiddell seems to have forgotten that he is writing about
changq?erq in a novel and.noq about real people. ‘It is quite _true that
-Felix i;\névér "privileged" to ﬁeet Mrsl~Tranaome, and ié is hard t; see
the point of speculating on what. might happen K if this hypothetieal
fictional ewéntlaid take place. Cleafly Liddell admires, not only the

characterisation, but also the character-of Mrs. Tanpo:g, in comparison

“ .
C to whom, Felix is merely "stupid". .
Anotéer admirer oF.Mrs.'Treésomé’-- but this time from within the
e F}ame ofﬂthe novgl_-- is Dénner} her le?y's‘maid. Denner. has served
’ Mrs. Transome over a veryllong perfad,‘fnd the early description of tﬁe .
° : { 8
¢ . y
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\relationship between the two women is a revealing one: .

" The physical contrast between the tall, eagle-faced, dark-éyed

*

, lady, and ‘the little peering waiting-woman, who had been,

raund-featured and of pale complexigp from .her “youth up, had

o

. doubtléss had a strﬁng influence in determining 'Denner's feel-
. ing towards her mistress, which was of that worshipful sort
paid to E‘gquess’in ages when it was not thought necessary or
<. , . .
likely that a goddess should be very moral. There wefe/dﬁf—

@ ‘ Y Y \’ . , . ,. ,
_ferent orders of beings -- "so ran Denner's creed -- and she

pelonged ‘to anothgr' order than that- to. whfbh her’ mistgeqs'
& belonged. She had 4 mind as sharp azva needle, ahd.would have

- * seen through and through the ridiculous pretensions of a born-

v b ’ A

pérvant who did not submissiyely.acdept the rigid fate which
" had given her barn supgridrs. She would have called such pre-

. tensions the Qnigglinga:of a worm that tried to walk on its
\ . - ) N ‘
., . -taily{'There was a tacit “ understanding thgt Denner knew all

- her mistress's secreta;.and her ‘speech was plain end unflat-

tering; yet with wonderful subtlety of instinct she never said
0 . anything which Prs. Transome céuldafeel humiliated by, as by a

familiarity from a servant who knew too much.: Denner identi-

o

“ fied "her own aignfty with that of her mistress. She was a
. h?rd-headed godless little woman, but with.a character to be

reckoned on ‘as -you wouwld reckon_ on the qualities of iron.
' . . . ¢ ‘

-, R

(102) - : )

' \}his is a picture @f intriguing complexity. *Denner's "creed" is of e

~

”

rigidly. inflexihle sociallorder.u_Unable, according to her own beliefs,

‘!

. %
to change her own position withip that social order, she must derive her

»~ 3 - ' a



00>

) R - O'Reilly 132 -

seﬁse of persopal worth from the position a&lotted her: ;In,so ﬁar-as
her self-esteem is erendeﬁt on her peiatidnshi;) with Mrs. Transome,
Denner's side éf“thet rg}etionship is parasitic; Mrs. Transome's glory
_ is Denner's vicarfbus glory. Yet gshe is not ; sycopﬁant. She is pré—

gared; when the occasion demands it, to contradict Mrs. Trangome, and

she is'nbt, as sycophants gengrally grey, envious of her mistress's posi-

tion. She has so thoroughly internaiiseh the bélief in.tﬁe "inferior-
i ity" of the servanﬁ class as to believe that any excgllgnces;of her own
must be specifically "servant excellences". Her status is, Bowever,
‘ ' augmented by that of ﬁ;s. Transoge‘, The image of Mré. Transome as "a
goddesé in’ ages when it was not thought necessary'pr likely that a god--
dgss should be very moral" is a'teliing one. It is the first of many
ehints “of Mrs. ﬁTransome's past indiscretion with Mr. . Jermyn. More

imporfantly, it shows that Denner's "worship" of Mrs. Transome is not
-baaed on ggmiration of, that lady's virtue. Neither, as some of the

latef dialogues show, is it baesed on any acknowledgement of Mrs.

L ¢t

Transome's superior intellect. it is in fact grounded entirely in.the
concept of “hirth". The opening sentence of the quotation,.comparing
the ph&sical appearances of the two women, indicates one of the conse-

] Ty
quences of_the diffesgnce of "birth". But that alone will not account

o

for Denner's acknowledgemént of Mrs. Transome's guperlbrity; the ugly.do

*

not worship the;beautifui. The only thing that will acéouhtffor it is
Denner's recognltlon of Mrs. Transome's greater power. There is a sed
| J 1rony in this perception of Deriner' 8, because of course in her dealings
‘Wwith members of her own clegs,‘notably Jermyn and Harold, Mrs. Transome

is singularly powerless. Her feelingé of pbwerleesness are much dwelt
e . .

¢

upon in the description'pf Harold's errival home from Smyrna, but after-

» rd ' @ “ i ! .
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,wards we are told that:

She had that high-born imperious air,which would have marked
her as an object, of hatred and Teviling by‘a revolugionar;
mob. ~ Her person was too typical of social distinctio%s to:be
passedﬂynftg?th ingifference:by any one{ it would have fitted
&n empress in her owr right, who has had to rule in séite of
faction, to dare the violation of tfeatie; and dread retribu-
tive invasions, to“grésp‘after néw territories,‘to be defiant
in desperate circumstances,'and io feel‘a woman's hunger of
the heart for ever unsatisfied. (104) .

As this passage suggests, Mrs. Transome has outlived her g}me: ,her.
. "imperiousness" has be;ome a museum piece.

.In creating Mrs. Transome, Eliot is stud;ing much the same” thing
that Bront€ had studied in Shirley: the breakdawn of one social order,
énd its replacemént by another.  The principle difference is that EELL&

°Holt is Sqf at a later sfége in that breakdown than Shirley. The ers in
which Mrs. Transome could have "ruled" is é}ready.aver b; the time the
novel opens. That, rather than her contradictory and irreconcilable
desires, is her tragedy. There is in the novel a comparable figure in
© Sir Ma?imus Debarry. He plays the Jzkon role’ of bumbling upper-class
idiot, and there is no attempt to make him]into a tragic figure. /There
were obviously many reasons for Eliot to duell on Mrs. Trensome rather
than Sir Maximus, but one of thém is simply her sex. ﬁer immgdiate
personal prablems are all&rooted in the men she is involved with: she is
trappea in marriage to the half-witted Mr. Transome; she is treated as

if she were herself half-witted by her son Ha}old; and she is so much in

the power of the lawyer Jermyn, Harold's natural, father, that their

-~
"
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- reletionahgp verges on one of blackmail. A contemporary male reviewer,

John Morley, saw the evil fate of women as a major theme in Felix Holt:
One of these puzzles, which runs fmtheticall§ through

Felix Holt as through Romola and The Mill on the floss, ig the

evil usage which women receive at the hands of men. Mrs.
Transome, in the novel before Qs, is perhaps a stronger illus-
‘(}rétion than éither Maggie Tulliver or Romola\'of the curse
which & g@n can be to a-women. And it is ngt/-designed for a-
mere outburst of impotent anger and misery when she exclaims,
! .

[

partly crushed, partly defiant, that "God was cruel when he

L4
’

» made women.LZ
It is perhaa; surprising that such a th?me should be:recognised at all
by Eliot's contemporaries. But whetﬁe; it is one of the book 's major
themes TﬁiﬁﬂufﬂEr'huehtion. If it were a majar theme, one Yould expect
to find it reflected in the book's other female principal, Esther Lyon.
In fact it is not so reflectgd; Esther suffers a”great qul in the
eagly séages frqm female vanities which leave little room in her head

¢

for anything else, but her creator gives her a freedom which is denied

to Mrs. Transome, and in the end, Esther is able to think for hérself-
and make autonomous decisions. It -seems, Fhen, that thé espec& of the
novel wbich’deels with the pi%ght of women is not, as in Shirley, psrt
of a broad analysis of society at large, but rather an ‘agent of intensi-

ficatign epplied to the tragedy of Mrs; Transome.

If Mrs. Transome represents the old blood and the old values, now

Q ’

in decline, her son Harold represents that blood and those values trying
to come to an accommodation with the new economic and political reality.

Raymond Williams compared him to Disraeli's Egremont:

. | /

[~
. w |.
.
4 B ol N



) o ' S " 0'Reilly 135
Harold Transo_me is, like Egremont, a second son; like hi.m, he
turns to the refor:ming side in politics. But George Eliot was

. .incapable of resting on ;he image of an)Egremoné,.the figure-
head of -the enlighte‘ned g?;ent;leman. Harold Transome is a
coarser reality, and it is _impossible ‘that Esther-should marry
him. She renounces her claim and marri.es Felix Holt. ' It is
as if Sybil had renounced the Mowbray estates and married

Stephen Morley.3

.

Harold Transome is not completely )cynicalg yet it is hard to see what
reasoﬁ, other than oppontdnism, he has for espousing the Radical cause
'\. politics. His opportunism consists in accepting the advantages
ﬁnf‘er'red‘on him by tradition and Transome Court, while at the same ‘time
attempting to,play & role in local and national affairs that is more
socially relevant than that of, say, Sir Meximus Debarry. Eliot,

- . according to K.M. Ne\;vton,
‘ghows thet Mrs. Transome's bellief' in the superiorityﬁ of her
will is not freely chosen on her part but in large measure
socially determined. The fact that she belongs to an upper
class whi.ch has become' socially anachror;istic is" an important
. ' factor in her deévotion to will and ego. Social change in
freby ‘Magna t';as deprived the Transom_es of an suthentic role in
. tﬁe commur;ity. Harold Transome has ~recognis;ed that the way of

' j, life and the values of Transome Court are’ no longer socially

' relevant and has rejected his mother's Toryism for Radical-
1} & )

- o
Harold is obviously much more in touch with the spirit of the times, yet

. . , ism.4

he fails on all possible counts; he loses the election, he fails to win

—— e



I

!+

. 0'Reilly 136
Esther's hand in marriage, and he eventually has to flee Treby and the
cQunity when hi; true parentage(is publicly revealed.

There .are Yériqys reasons why he has to Fail.’ First of all, there
is a sense in which he is an impo§ter, eQen though it is only at the end_
of the book that he finds out he is the 3on.of Mr. Jermyn, not of Mr.
Tgansome. In so far as this can be taken as a reason gor his_ faildre,
it is an indication, on Eliot's part, of an almost Disraelian belief in
the efficacy of blood. Her portrayal of Harold's mother provideé corro-
borative evidence for such a‘belief; a diéqppointgd woman, sociallf ir-
relevant, powerless, she is nevertheless depicted with a dignity that is
oéviously intended to be'admired. The physical contrast between Mrs.
Transome and the aervant’Dennér, which I have .already quoted, is only‘
one of many indications that Mrs. Transo&e is & "thoroughbred" of the
human species. Hafbid, though he is superior in appearance to members
of the servant class, is overweight. He is not only the illegitimate
son of .a father who is himself probably illegitimate, he is also the son

of a father who is not & gentleman. In the light of what Elict &ppears

.to have believed about "birth" and "blood", it is hardly surprising that

Harold is not allowed to assume the role at Treby to which 1e aspires.
Secondly, there is the problem of his having been torn a.second

gon. He is not the heir to the Transome estates until the death of his

"elder (half-) brother, Durfey. Like second sons throughout English his-

tory and fiction, he has had to make his own fortune. His fa%al mistake

is that, instead of taking up one of the professions, he has gor.e abroad

to engage in trade. He is damned by both his occupation and his desti-
¢

nation. Eliot is aeble to show considerable sympathy for both the upper

and the working cless, but, at least in Felix Holt, the bourgeoisie are
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porirayed as nasty, griping, reptilian creatﬁ%es who are élways trying
~ -- and failing -- to ape their "betters". Harold has been saved from
the Worst excesses of what Eliot sees as thé bourgeois mentality by his
upbringing at Transome Court, but }ifteen years of commercial life have
blunted his sensibilities. His destination is if anything even worse.
Smyrna (present-day lzmir in Turkey) is so far beyoﬁg the sale of "eivi-
lised" English society and vahues tﬁgt Harold's son's mother was a
sleve,’purohased by Harold, and for whose death he never shows the least
sign 0} remorse. In fact, we never learn her. name.

; Jhe practical reason for Harold's loss éf the election implies a
specific criticism of party politics. The actual offencé‘is committed
at two removes from Harold, by Johnson, the man employed b& his sagent,
Jermyn. Harold is igqo;bnt of what Johnson has been doing until he is
informed about it by Fqlix, and when he does learn of it, he condemns it
and tries té put a stop to it. he is, therefqr;t as innocent as anyone
in his position possibly:éould b?. The implication is that the fault
lies, not with the player, but with the game he is playing. What
Johnson has been doing is cynicall; stirring up the miners, with a mix;
ture of wild p}omises'and impressive-sounding gobbledegook, to intimi-
date voters -- who had to vote in public et thal, time -- on Harold's
-behalf. Harold's effort to stop this fails and the result is the Sgren-
nial buFbear of the Victorian bourgeoisie, a riot. The various ways in
which this kind of situetion’might be avoided ;re either ignored or dis-
missed by Eliot; her nostrum is not universal enfranchisement or the

secret ballot, but merely to keep aloof from the electoral process,

which appears to be inherently depraved.

N
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Harold loses his title to the Transome estate through the death of

.old Tommy Trounsem in Uﬂ? riot -- for which he, Hérold, has been in-

’directfy responsible. Eliot did a lot of research into thé\ laws of

inheritance -in order to construct this part of the plot,” whi is far

> 1

too complex to summarise hérg. All that needs to be said is that .
Harold's title to Transome Court. depends’ on Tommy Trounsem's staying
alive; wren Trounsem,dies, the estate reveffs to: .the representgtivétoﬁ
the‘ByclifFes, who. is Esther Llyon, thoqg#\at the time neither she nor
Harold }3 awa;e of all this. -The situation is the outcome of legal
machinationé which took'p%ace a‘centur;\garlier, so there is no way in
which Harold can be held aFcountable for it. When he and Esther are
made awane of their legal standing, Harold invites her to Transome
Court, and th%re is just a hint that he may be cynical enough to marry
her in order to retain the estate. But it is gﬁt dwelt wupon, and soon
Harold becomes quite genuinely attracged to Esther. He senses that,
although Esther has no anfipathy‘for him,‘his feelings are not reéipro-
cated. Eventually he discovers tAat if he has a rival at all it is
+Felix. Here is his reaction to that discovery: ' |

A It seemed to [Harold] thatl Felix was the least formidable
person that he could hpvé found out as an object of interest
antecedent to himself. A young workman who had got himself

thrown inte prison, whatever recommendations he might have had

for a.girl at'a romantic age in the.dreargﬂess of Dissenting

R society at Treb;, could hardly be considered by Harold in the
light of a rival. Esther was too clever and tastefdl 8 woman

to meke a ballad heroine of herself, by bestowing her beauty

and her lands on this lowly lover. -(536) v
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Harold has already had deaiings with Felix, so he knogs what kind of man
he has to, contend with. His complacency is based purely on ;lass consi-
derations: Aﬁd in the light of'Raymond Williams's ‘comparison of this
triangle with the one in Sybil, it has to be said thal Harold's estimate
of the situation is more realistic than tgq way in wﬁich it eventuaily
turns cut. Of course for Harold the final blow which mekes life at.
Treby untenable on any terms is the revglation of his parenth;od. After
that he resolves to leave 'the country.

Harold's comprehensive failure would seem to'indic;te a high degree
of sqcial determinism on Eliot's p?qﬁ. Harold is far from idealistic;<
he can be selfish and insensitive, but, according to his own lights, his
actioné aré‘always honourable. Yet at every step he is thw;rted by sone
external'agency, whether it be his owp past, that of his family, a poli-'
tical sygzem that is:inherently'corrdpt, or a womar: wﬁose "éleverness"
and "tasté" exceed his own. He has power, certainl}, over his mother,
but in the epd.that is just about the limit of his power. Both he and
she, }inally, become the ;thims of circumstance.

I have already said that Mrs. Transome suffers more as a woman then

the lower-class Esther. There‘}s 8 similar equivalency between Harojd
and Felix. Felix, of course, spends a considerable portion’ of the ngsgﬂ
off-stage and in prison, which is a more obvious loss of autonomy thar
anything ﬂarold.suffers. Yet there is a strong sense that for the most
part he has more -genuine aﬁtonomy than anyone else in the novel. He has
no guilty secrets, known or unknown to himself, and he acts always ec-‘
cording to the dictaies of conscience; he is never, therefore, suscepti-

ble to either &lackmail or history. That leaves him free to follow his

own inclinations, whether it be in the choice of & trade or of a wife.
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Eliot thereby creates a situation that is unique among the Condition of

England novels: one in which the two lower-class principéls havg more

freedom of action than their upper-class equivalents.

There is a Kind of dislocatioh that most critics recognise in Felix
Holt, ‘between tdo groups o} characters: on the one hand Mrs. Tr;nsome,
Harold and Jermyn and, on the other, Felix, Esthér and Rufus Lyon.' The
general concensus seems to be fpéf.the part centred®on Mrs. Transom; is
vastly supgrior to that centred on Felix. Robert Liddell, for iﬁstance,
%ays, without naming his source: . . oo

Paesibly we may agree with the critic who said that deorge
Eliot ‘seers to have promised to write &' novel that she did not
write -- one on Radicalism. | Why she did not write it.must be'

. )
a matter for conjecture -- did Mrs. Transome’ steal thée story,

or did Felix seem too unreal?>
&

In The Great Tradition, F.R. Leavis -- discernibly Liddell's master --

virtually ignores Felix, Esther and Rufus Lyon and concentfates on the
Tranéome part of the novel. This is his final verdict:
Felix Holt %s not one of the novels that cuitivated persons
are supposed to have read, and, if read at all, ;t is hardly

ever mentioned, so that there is reason fbr‘seying that one of

.

the finest things in fiction is virtually unknown. It is _

exasperating that George Eliot dhould have embedded some of
‘ “ her maturest work in a mas; that is so'huéh otherﬁ:— though
Felix Holt is not, like Romola, "unreaaable", and the guperla-
tive qualit¥ of the live part'ougﬁt to have compelled recogni-

tion.6

It was Henry James who, in a contemporary review, initiated the debate

/

4
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about thepdigzocation of the two parts of Felix Holt:

As a story Felix Holt is singularly indrtistic. The

promise of the title is only half—kébt. The history of the

hero's opinions ig made subordinate to so many other coﬁsidqr—
atioﬁs, to so many ske\ch;s of sécondary figures, td 80 many
discursive amplifications of incidental poinés, té so much
that is clear ana'brillgant and entertaining, but tﬁat, com-
. . pared with this central.object, is not serious, that when the
Taadeg finds the book drawing to a.closé without having, as it
. were, brought Felix Holt's. passions éo a head, he feels tempt-
ed to pronounce it a Failuré and a misteke. As a novel with a
hero there is no doubt that it igj? fai}ure. Felix\is 8 fra%f
ment. . We find him a Radical and we leave him what? -- only
"utterly married"; which is all very, well in its place, but

which by itself makes no conclusion.? .

A

Leavis and James are approachipg the specifics from different angles,
N :

but what they see is‘essentially the same problem; they share an aestbe-
tic viewpoint from which there is insufficient connexion between the
story of Felix and the story of Mrs. Transome for both of these person-

ages to inhabit the same novel. Both of these critice were influential

in reinforcing the criticel notion of "tightness" in the nowvel: the ides

that evep9 element in-a novel muq} be connécted to everyzbther element
A\ . .
in every possible way. Felix Holt is not, by this criterion, suf-

ficiently "tight" on the level of plot; Felix's influence on Mrs.
Transome is®indirect and belated. The six principal characters do, how-

ever, inhabit the same time and place, do parteke in. the ¢ommunity of

_ the same town. Literature prior to the novel had experienced no parti-

A
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cular problems with digression, and in our own era it is considered

'quite-bepmisaiblg’to write novels - Thomas Pynchon's V and Anthony Bur-

gess's Thé End of the World News are examples -- which tell several

&
»

parallel stories, set at different times and in different places. It is

possible, then,\ to see in Ffelix Holt an early step on a route along
whlch 80 Far wrxters ‘such as Pynchon and Burgess have gone the furthest.
The ‘reason why Ellot felt compelled to take that step is not hard to

see. There is a hint 6f it 1n Leavis's comment about the novels "cultl-

er
’

vateq(bersons" are Buppqsed to have read.” Mrs. Transome is a "cultiva-

\

ted person", while ?elix Holt is not. Felii Holt is not an industrial

novel, so Eliot had no op 6rtunity of bringing classes into conflict in

the way in which tha¥ happens in Mary Barton or Shirley. B8ut Eliot did

have a conceptlon of society as an organlc entity, as a whole of which

]

the parts are connected whether or not they recognise the connexions.

The lady.of the manor may nat know the farm-labourer's name,’ but /their

. o r
» . -

lives are as inextricably interdependent as those of a parasite and its

host. ,That is why Eliot of fenfled against the prescriptive aesthetics of

James and Leavis. If 'she deserveé'censure, it is for her' failure to

& *

achjeve what she attempted, and not, as James and Leavis 1mply, for the

attempt itself. As a fi l comment on the ‘problem of unity in Fellx

Holt, here ig an extract from another contemporary review:

A critic, if he is in a nibbling mood, may easily pick holes

in Felix Holt; but what would be the use of such trifling? We

.

could easily show that, according to the approved methods of

~.

handling a ‘plot, George Eliot has made several mistakes, thét.

H]

v in. some parts of her wd}k(%hege is—not. sufficient movement,

and that in others where the movement is quite sufficient it

[y
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lacks continuity. But it is to be hoped that. true criticism -
! . -

Do will one dgy go beyond such 'cavilling, which reminds one

rather vividly of the old péltry squabbles ébout the unities.
Critics have been too much in the habit of insisting that if
an author is to please us he shall follow certain rules, énd
that if he plegses us without Foilowing ‘these rules he shall

be condemned as an artist.8

~"If all three were alive today, it is likely that Dallas -- the reviewer

from whom the above quotetion is taken -- -would be much more receptive

~ -

to the work of Pynchon and Bufgess thén"e'ither..‘]ame's or Leavis.

The apparent lack of connexion between the Felix part of the story

]
4

and the Mrs. Transome, par’t is not the only source of complaint against
the Felix part. There is also the character of Felix himself. Felix is

intended to be the working-'claas hero of the novel, the figure equiva-

%

lent to Alton Locke, Jem Wilson,ret. al. Yet for a working-class hero

he has rather an odd ggnesis: he is the son of a purveyor of patent

medicines. Felix's fat;:er‘ ha® been poor, certainly,_bu’t his trade is a

.commercial one. There cen have been little occupational or class soli-
o .

darity between him and his fellow-mountebanks, and in this very impor-

tant respect he can hardly be said to have-been workiné-claas at all.
v . . ‘
Felix's wido'hled mother has carried on the trade wafter +her husband's

death and Felix has been apprenticed to a doctor in Glasgow. On his

g

‘return to Tr\eby, Felix is determined to put a stop to whct he now cogsi-

- <

ders a dishonest trade, and to keep his mother on what he can earn in s

genuinely working-class occupation. As hé says to Mr. Lyon:

L]

'.'Why‘l should I want to get jinto the middle class because 1

have some learning?. The most of the middle class are ‘as

A -
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\ --ignorant as the working people about everything thet doesn't

4

/ ‘_- belong to their owa Brummagem lifé. That's hj)w the working

j mern are left to their foolish Qevices and| keep oréeqing them-

- and go in for a house with a high do f-step and a brass
knocker." (145) ‘ ‘ \
This is a.clear and unequivocal statement of Felix's c‘or;mitment, to his

ownt class. Unfortunateiy, his ‘a'ctions' do not match his words. . The

A

. occupation he chooses for himself to rep\slace ‘quack medicine is that of

watch-repairer. This is what Prfilib Fisher says about Felix's choice:

What %Felix has chosen is . . . an odd occupstion = that

-~ <

. of watchmaker . . . . He has, unlike’ Adam Bede,’joined that

L4 ‘ . . .
part of the working class that produces goods only the middle

a

and upper classes can afford . : . . 'Does let do more for
- the warld by produciné jewelry -- and a watcli\ is jgwelry -

1

than by providing medicine? His idealism is mere than a

little hollow.2 - ) 1%

g ' tian |
Fisher has & good point.” What he neglects to mentmn’m that Felix,
being, like his fether, self-employed, is necessanlyfm competition
with other watch-repairera,*and is theref‘ore, no - matte% how' small his

income, in an, essentially bourgeois occupatmn. It 113 rd to see how,

from such a vantageé-point, he cah experience real feelings of class -

|

solida)ri‘ty. His position on class, solidarity is revealed, perhaps’

b

attempt to canvas.the Sproxton mirers:

.

"I know there are some men who put up for parliament and talk’

¥ ~ i

) a little too big. They may say they want to befriend. the

selves: ‘the best heads among them f‘o‘x;.'eakelthéir born comrades,

unconsciously on Wa\earht, when he is present at Mr. Johnson's

o

}\ M -
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cﬁ}liers; féf example: But I should like to put a question tp
. the&w 1 should liké to asg them, 'What co}lie:s?' ihere are
goll@gys up at Newcaséle, and there are colliersildown in
'Wales. Will it do any.good to honest Toé, who is hungry in
éﬁ;oxton,)to hear }hat Jack st Newcastle has his bellyful of

beef- and puddingf" ’

"It ought to do him good,"’Felix burst in, with his loud
abrupt voice, in bdd contrast with the glib Mr. Johnéop's.
"If he knows it's a batl thing tb beshungry and not tp have
enough to eat, he ought to be glad that another fellow, who is
not idle,vﬂé not suffering in the same way." (226f)
Johnson' is pgactising the well-tried tactic ,of "divide and ‘rule".

Felix's objection, however, is based, not on an appeal to class solide-

rity, but to ebstract morality. What Ke is saying is in effect that Tom

is better off if Jack is well—fed, rather than that if Tom is hungry now

<}
Jack is likely to be next and that if either of them wants to help hlm-

self he had better_help the other as well. whether or not hxs 1deallam .

‘is hollqw, there is no doubt that. Felix ia an 1deallst, and’ not somebody

who is llkely to  do much practical good. o
After the hustlngs, a Trades Union man has been speaking to a crowd

in the street. When he has finished, Felix gets up to take his place:

¥

- The effect of his fiéure in >relief against the stone back-

EY

grournd was unlike that .of ‘the previoug speaker. He was

considerably taller, his head and neck wefe more méesive, and
theJexpression of his mouth and eyes was something very dif-
ferent from the mere acuteness and rather hard- 11pped antagon-

igm of the trades~un10n man. Felix Holt 8 face had the look

e
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SR : _
of the habituai meditative ebstraction from objects of mere

peraonal vanity or' desire, which is the peculiar stamp oF cul-
£

. ture, and makes & very roughly-cut f'ace worthy to be callgd
"the human face divine". Eyen lions fand dogs know a digtinc-
\tion ‘between men's glances; and doubtless those Duffield ‘men,

. . i
in the expectation with which they looked up at’felix, were
& . \

-

* mouth, and.the calm cléarness of his grey "eyes, which were

o Somehow unlike what they, were accustomed to see along with an

old brown velveteen coat, and 'an absence of chin-propping.
. ° .
When he began to speak, the contrast of his voice was still

stronger than that of his appearance. ‘The men in the Flanﬁel

- beyond the immediate group of llsteners. But Felix at once

drew the attention’ of penaons comparatively at a distance.

I3 A

(398F)

. The passage tontains a physical contrast reminiscent of that. between
Denner and Mrs. Transome. it is never explained how Felix acquired his

" muscular physique while engaged i-n the sedentary pursuits of pfnérmaco-

logy and watch-making, but it is clearly necessary for .him to be physic—

.ally superior to the representative of a Trades Union. This vision of a

social hierarchy based on inherent qualities i¥Yntensified by the claim
that "Even lions and dogs know & distinction between men's glances"., and
byt the abuaivé implice’tionvtt;at "those Duffield men" are of t:he same,
order as fhe lions and .the doés. The gratuitous vilification of the

Trades Union is much milder than its equivalent in Sybil, but it is of
N . rd

the same kind. .
T . ) ’ 4

.‘ unconleciously influenced by the-grandeur of his full yet firm

shirt had not been heard -- had. probably not cared to be heard



7 O'Reilly 147
I have already said that Felix is an idealist.” But ?he exact
nature of his ideals is never made very specific. He believes in educae-

‘tion but not the franchise, he is opposed to violence and disorder, Bnd
. . - “ - N
. 4
he has a strong aversion to cravats. With the single exception of his

views on education, these are pre;;:;I;\:AQ\opinioﬂs thet the most ruth-

lessly exploitative employer would(want his employeesito have. One of

the ways in which Felix employs his education is in iqsulting his mother

-- a re-hash of Adam Bede's mother, only this time ashamed df her son

instead of proud of him. For‘insta:fe, after she has gaid sbpething '

particularly inept: ' ‘

"Mother", sdid Felix, who often amused himself and kept

gpod—humoured by giving his mother answers that were.uqintel-

}/f ligible to her, 'you haye -an astonishing reaﬁiness in the

Ciceroni9q antiphrasis, ‘gonsidering you have 'never studied

qoratory. (321) | ;
~There is no mention in the novei of any atgempt by Felix to éAtarge hig’
motﬁer's mina; if the cnly evidence she sees AF his superior education
is such puerile mockery as this, it is no wonder that she has little
%éith in education (It is interesting to note that the narrator shares
Felix's taste fqr gloating over the uneducated: "'Not nohow,'’ said‘the
lahdiord, thinkin%kthat where negatives wére ggod thé“more you heard of
them the better" [377]). Felix's involvement in the riot probably savee

. ;ne life, though it costs another and results in imﬁrisonment for him-
‘self,‘frbm which, very improbably, hé is rescued by the intervention of
his class-enemieg. He tfansforms Esther's taste for fine clothes into a

. taste for himself. Other then that, he achieves precisély nothing end

ends “up, as James aptly ppté it, "utterly married". The result of his
&
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class~loyalty has been alrélapse into domegtic felici}y. Meanwhile the
_Sppoxton miners continue to drink in ignorance, the Transomes continue
t; occupy Transome Hall, and the life of Treby femains unchanged.
Although his ultimage‘fate is not an éﬁhappy one, Felix is sas mucs offa
fqilure aa”Harold_Transome;

At the opposite ebd of the social scale from Felix, class-loyalties
are again reinforced at the end of the book. " Sir Maximus Debar;y, the
upper-claééoidiot who disclaims acquaintance with the Transomes when he
F%nds that Harold“is-standing in the Radical interest, demonstrates this
wheﬁ_aérmyn’e public reyelaéion that he is Hafold's father brings them

- AN
-- Jermyn and Harold -- to blows: - , _ ‘ ,
\ N

L4

The young strong man reeled with a sick faintness. But

'

in the same moment Jermyn released his hold and Harol& felt
himself suppqrted by th; arm. It was Sir Maximus Debarry .who
hadttaken hold of him.

~ MLeave the rbom, sirl" the baronet said to Jermyn, in a
voice of imperious scorn. "This is b,meefing of gentlemen."

"Come, Harold,"” he said, in the old friendly voice, "come

away with me." (581)

~ In comparison with the inviolable sect of gentlemen, matters such as

+ opinion and illegitimacy are small beer.

By the end of- Felix Holt, then, nobody has done very much and' no-~

"thing of any. significance has changed. It is\bard to see why, speaking

of the Condition of England novels, T.B. Tomlinson should say that
"George Eliot is quite obviously the most intelligent novelist in the
group"10, or even why Felix Holt is normally included in the group

at all. For the preseﬁs;days the answer can only lie in.Eliot‘s reputa-
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tion as the author of Middlemapch ahd Daniel Deronda. 1In Eliot's éwn

°déy., in épitp of Dickens and the other Condition of "Englane noveliﬁts,
it was still fairly unusual to include in the same novel characters of
such widely different classes and to treat them with equal seriousnegs.
That wa; liable to cause offgnce to some upper-class readers of the era,
and the attitudes from which that offence grew are by no meens dead
today. Writing of "the scene between Harold, Jermyn and Si;' Maximus

'

Debarry, just quoted, Robert Liddell claims that "The hero of the occa-

-

sion is Sir Meximus Debarry, a fine gentleman of the old school."11
. | .

Liddell's study of Eliot's novels was published in 1977. His chapter
on Felix Holt contaiﬁs a good deal of explication of the plot. At one
point he describes what -happens after Scales has cut oft Christian's
coat-tail:. '
< Felix Holt hsppened to pass by and find e 1éathér pocket- .

book and otheér objects. Out of inverted snobbery he had a

foolish, dislike of approaching the family at Treby Manor and

decided to leave everything in the hands of Rufus Lyon, asking
him to effect the restitution. "I've had the®ill-luck ‘to be
the findér of these things i: the Debarrys' Park. Most likely
they belong to one of the .family at the Manbr, or to some
grqndée who is staying there. 1 hate heving, anything to do.
with such people. They'il think me a poor rescal and offer me
money. You are & known men, and ; thought you would be kind
enough to relieve me by taking charge of these things, and
writing to Debarry, not metioning ﬁe,land asking him to send

someone for them." Mr. Lyon does not rebuke Felix for his

nasty pride -- shown by the vulgar sneering word 'grandee"

*
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-- but. it will be zeen for what it is wsriii when we coffbare it

with the exquisite sensitility end good 'manners of Philip

Debarry.12

-

Criticism of this sort is, chough it is not intended to be, a testimony
1]

to the puwer of Eliot's writing. It is of course a distortjun of what

happens in the novel to call fFelix's reluctance to go in person to the

i

Debarry family "foolish" or "inverted snobbery". 1t is not "foolish" or

. "inverted snobbery" to wish to avoid being patronised by being offered

money for returning an object in a cese where, if the finder had been on
an equél so&iai footing with the Debarrys, it would be considered on
both sides an insult for any money ta change hends. Felix's "nasty
pride" and Philip ‘-Debarry's "exquisite sensibility" are jﬁdged by Lid-
dell eﬁtirely according to the code of manners t? wh%ch Debarry sub-
scribes, without the least consideration on Liddell's part that any
other code of manners could exigt, much less be accorded gqual status
with Debarry's. When Liddell points out that Mr. Lyon does not rebuke
Felix, he fails to take into accgunt either the possibility that Mr.
Lyon sees rothing wrong in Felix's action, or the fact that the rela-

tionship betwéén the two.men is not such &s to confer on Mr. Lyon the

right to rebuke Feli> even if he does think Felix ig:in the -.rong. Lid-
. . o ’

dell's reactidomary criticism is personél and emotional, and I have taken
the trouble to examine it because it exemplifies the kind of attitudes,
both social and aesthetic, whicH can condemn even 8o conservative a
novel as Felix Holt as offending against established orders, both in
sesthetics and in the social hierafchy. Viewed AQEinst the background

of such reaction in the 1970s, the little tha sFelix Holt achieved in

..the 18608 can be seen to be not so little after all.

ol .
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Conclusion

This thesis has been concerned with six novels which have a number
of festures in common. It could have been organized in either of two
ways: ‘bithen'by tracing similarities and differences through each of

the novels, or by dealing with each novel ‘separately. I have chosen the

latter method, because 1. wished to respect_thé integrity of " the novels

as individual works. It might have been possible to organize the chap- "~

ters into a number 'of sections., déaling 1;;;h similar aspects Iof each
booé. I chose not to d; that.because“each nébel seemed to me to demand
& slightlf différent approach. Nevertheless, it should be- epparent by
\now that all six books not only deal with broadly similar themea,fbut
also advpt broaaly similar methods for dealing with these themes, al-
though-of course there are differences as well as ;imilarities. Whet 1
want to do now is to switch té fhé otger princigle on which the thesis
might ‘have beert organised and set out, in summary'formy the main afeas
in which, as Condition of England novels, these Looks resemble or differ
from each other. That will necessitate a certain amount of repetition[

but I think it is justifiéd by the need to draw together a number of

.strands which have been pursued separately in each of the: novels.

‘Essentially, there are five of these areas, though ineyitably there will .

be & degree Af overlap between them: the portrayal of working-class
characters; the role played by marriage in the .reéolution of the
stories; other salient features of the resolytions; the view taken”of
outsiders; and thevportrayal,of riots. Usiné these areas as headings, f

will look at each novel in turn, and then offer the briefest possible

summary of how that area ié treated in general.

ju—y .
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The principal working-class characters in §x§£l are Sybil herself,
her father and Stephen Morley. The Gerards turn out to be the disinher-
ited survivors of an aristocratic family,Jand, given Disraeii's apfarent
'belief that the aristocracy differs‘genetically from the proleégriat,
'the "aristocratic blood" has its effect even before Sybil finds out that
she is an he'iress. Throughout most of the novel, Walter Gerard is an
overseer, occupying an ambivalent position between employer and employ-
ee, and Sygil seems destined to enter a gonvent. There is, therefore,--
really no sense in which either can be said to be typical of the working
class. Stephen Morley's origins are obscure, but his present occupation
is that of journalist, which places him firmly outwith the working
class, despite his apparent cdmmitment to it. John Barton is a good and

“strong man, whpge roots are firmly in the working class, and who remains

faithful to -that cless to the end. Although his act of murder is not

condoned, the process of oppression which drives him to such a pitch of
desperation is méticulously chronicled. Mary Barton herself is sensi-
tively and realistically portrayed, due attention being paid to her
_ Faifings as well as per strengths. Jem Wilson, on the other hand, is
" too sgrong, too'skilful, too scrupulously honest and too devoted toﬁMary
to be anything but an idealised figbre. If Sybil has bogus working-

class characters on centre-stage, North and South has authentic ones on

the periphery. Nicholas Higgins is sympsthetically 'and realistically
drawn, but he is simply not a mejor character. His dsughter Bessy is
designed purely to pull at the r;ader's heart-strings. She is .portrayed
exclusively as a victim of industrial disease, ana has little function
in the novel beyond thgt of 8howing the effects of unhealthy working
/ﬁcﬁaﬁ—i—o-na. In Shirley the working class is represented by William

f

A}
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Farrén, who, in so far as he ean bé said to be representative at all,
represents only that section of the working class which, when it was
finally enfranchised, came %o be known as "forelock Tories". Like the
. Higgins family, he is a relatively minor character. Alton Locke, whose
working-class credentials are doubﬁful to begin with, is eventually con-
!erted from Chartism to religion, ana his romanticism and his tasgé for
poetry have in ,any case made him exceptional all eiong. Felix Holt,
wﬁose workiné-class credentials are even more doubtful than those |of
Alton Locke, has a set of attitudes tooost:ongly cast in the image  of

his creator to pass for euthentic working-class values. |

In Sfbil, Alton Locke and Felix H;>t, the working-class characters

are barely working-cless at all. In North and South @nd Shirley, they
are, but they are not major chéracters.: Only in Mary Barton is4the
main focus on & group of authentic working-class characters.

With one exception, the six novels end in at least one marriage
which is crucial to an understanding of thg novelists' respective pur-
poses. In Sybil the upper class (Egremont) is rejuventa;ed by an infu-

sion of blood (Sybil), apparently from the working class buf® really from

\‘,

a disinherited branch of the aristocracy. Mary Barton has entertained a

fantasy of marrying Harry Carson, but we, the readers, know that his in-
.tentions have never been honourable. Mery's Aunt Esther‘servea as a
warning of what is likely to happen to working-class girls who indulge
in suéh fantasies. Jn the light of the roles played by Harry Carson.end
Esther? Mary's eventual marriage to Jem Wilson can be seen as, not so
much a gesture of working-ciaas solidarit?, as an injunction to working-
class girls that they should know their station and stay in it. The

marriége in North and South concerns only upper-middle-cless characters,

. - LN
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and is intenggp, like the book's Fitle, to show that propér management
of the working class will be possible only when northern bourgeois -ener-
gy and industry are united with southern paterndlism and compassion. In
Shirley, the marriage of Caroline Helstone and Robeft Moore serves es-
sentialy the sameﬁpurpose as thetﬁof_Margaret Hale and Jo%n Thornton.
The marriage of Shirley Keelder and Louis_Mgoré -~ both of whom have a

more'aymbolic function than Caroline and Robert -- reiterates that theme

to some extent, but it also attempts to link it to the broader social

o) . .
~issues with which Shirley, uniquely amonqg our six novels, is concerned:

to provide the . link between the governess theme. and the Luddite
ba;kground; Alton Locke is the exception. There is perhaps a psrallel
between Alton's attraction to Lillian Winnstay )and Mary Barton's to
Herry Carson, buf‘it is complicated by the fact that the  sexual is:Le
works at cross-purposes with -the cless issue; Lilli?n will never take
advantage of Alton, ana what awaits - him is /not “ruin", - bgt
disillusionment and despair. Neither Félix Holt nor Esther Lyon is ever
.attracted to anyone above them in station, but Esther is wooed by-Harold
Transome. This, however, happens only at the end of the book, when
Esther has already made up her mind in favour of Felix. There is no
poasibilityéghat she could ever prefer Harold personally, so, that her
rejection of him is presented as a rejection of the wealth and power
which are legally hers anyway. But the issue is blurred by the fact
that she already loves Felix. It is hard to see, thefefore, whether on
Esther's part the marriage is an effirmation of working-class solidarity
or of rsmantic love. In the light of the cloying "bourgeoimorphism"
with which the book ends, the final pronodncement must be in favour of

the latter, which mekes the marriage, as far as class issues are con-
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cerned, an empty gesture. ' .

r

The interesting ~concfusion from all this is tHat, despite near
misses in som¢ of the novels, no real inter-class marriage takes place

in any of them. The marriages in Sybil, North and South "and Shirley

- r

o ’ > \ >
concern; no working-class characters, while those in Mary Barton and

Felix Holt represent, pot so much gestures of defiance against higher
. g r

|

' clagses, as the advisability of staying within one's own class. Al-

. though there is no merriage in Alton Lotke, the story endorses this last

message, the only difference being that for Alton there is no available
member of his own class. |

Apart from theo marriages, the fate of the principel characters at
the. ends of the novels gives some indication of what '-- if" anything --
the various authors see as Bolutions to the problems around which their

novels are centred. Disraeli's "solution" is essentielly mysticalj; it
Y

involves the mingling of two kinds of "blood", which is to rejyvenate

1)
England in -some esoteric sense. Mary Barton is pessimistic. Mary's and

Jem's emigration to Canada seems to indicate that life in England has

simply become untenable. Yet the book is a good illustration of the
@:enéion between the constr@ints of the novel form and an author's didac-
tic purpose. The happy ending -- required by the conventions  of the

novel -- concerns only Mary and Jem; their happiness in Canada contrasts

harshly with everyone else's misery in England. In North end South

there is a better ret;onciliatit:')n of :nessage and medium. Mrs. Gaskell
has by this time discovered that there is cause for optimism if only the
virtues of two different branches of‘.the middle class can be united.
The traditional happy | ending of .1overs united and merried thus fits

neatly with the didactic purpose. In this respect Shirley is esséntial-
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ly similar to North and South, but in Bronté's .novel there 'is a compli-

cation. The fact that this happy ending is set several decade,s‘in the
past, while the problems remgin,tends to undermine the he;fpiness of Ehe.
ending. That ending has z;:ial relevance and validity only if it is

seen as a, plea for what might or should happen, rather than as & por-

-

trayal of enything that actually has happened. Alton Locke is the only

Kl L4
hero in any of these novels to die at .thg end of the story. Kingsley's

‘novel as a whole suffers from the reverse of the problem I have describ-

.ed in Mary Barton. Alton Locke is not intended to be pessimistic.

There is hope, imprébaple as it _may seem from today's persbec,tive, in
the religioua message of the book, yet Kingsley st"ill found it advisable
to subvert the traditionally novelistic happy ending. . ‘Mary Bafton‘ il-
l‘ustrates well the fact that the traeditional happy ending gf a novel is
above all an iﬁdivi'duelistic a'ff'e‘li"r; the principzallw characters attain
ha"ppines's by escs‘ipin'g from the misery of their society. Alton Locke,“on
the oh[:r?er hand, dies unfulfilled, yet Jleav'e's. b}ehind a message of hope’
for his society. *That, 1 tr;in.k, '-constitutea some dissatisfaction on
Kingsley's part, with the individualistic basis of the novel form. I
have already déscribed the endimj of i;e*lix Holt as en example of "bour-
geoimorphism” .. Thé book ' has npthing of any significance to say abput .
the E)roblems it purports to addre‘ss. Yet it is worth noting that' Fe-

lix's and Esther's domestic felicity is achieved, not in Treby, but in

another --.unnamed -- town: a toned-down ‘version of Mary's and Jem's

emigration. The implication is that Treby, at least, is irredeemable.

In three of the books -- Mary Barton, Alton Locke and Felix Holt --

the characters have to move away from the places where their lives have

been passed. With the proviso that I have already made in the case of
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Alton Locke, this would seem to indicate the novelists' turning their

. backs on the problems with which their bogks heve4been concerned, and

even in Alton Locke, the hero, at least, is unable to continue living in
" ’

England. " Two of the remaininé'thre@’books advocete a realignment of the

middle class, and Sybil, which can in some ways be seen’ to have this

‘Feature ;n éoémon with Nﬁrth’and Sbuth and Sh&glez; offers what is es-
sentially a mystical solutiéh, with no readily'pisbernible foundation in
social or economic-}eality. 4

The next feaiure I went to look at is one that is by no means pecu-
liar to the Condition of England navels; yet it is one ihat is of parti-
cular }Rieresgtin them: "It is the attitude which is taken to outsiders.

There is & kind of lo§alty to a certain locality.in neerly all of the

t

novels, and quite fréquently_this extends to overt hostility towards

anyone from anywhere else. In Sybil, workers from other parts of Eng-

land are shown to be trouble-mekers. Maery Barton is entirely free. of

xenophobié, though Mrs. Gaskell does not ignore the différences between

workers from various parts of the codntrxﬁ In parficular she shows.the

©

. valuable contribution made by old rural velues -- in the person of Alice

e .

Wilson -- to the fast-developing urban proletarian culture: This is

probably the closest any of the novelists come to'presenting the desira-

bility of a reélignment émong different geoéraphical groups of working-.

class people in the sahe‘way that the middle class is realigned b} the
\ \

same author in North‘and South. The later book' is also f:eé’of”xéno-

phobia, but Margaret's speech to Nicholas Higgins, which 1 have quoted, .

goes a long way tbwarda(éxplaining the origins of the‘cultural differ-
ence between urban proletafiana and rural peasants. Charlotte Bronté&

*

probably has the worst case of xenbphobia in the group. 1 have explored

-

e
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this theme in some deteail in the chapter on Shirley, so all I will
reiterate here is that the very specifically defined geographical area

of Yorkshireris presented as the cradle of all that is good; people from

~

other placés make a very poor showing;. A;ﬁon Locke contains no overt
prejudice against workers from outside London, but the extent to which
Kingsley's portrayal of the stupidihty of farm workers,-is an accurate
reflection of reality must remain aﬁ~open question. Ffelix Holt contains
little if any of this kind of prejudice.

Patriotism, or a loyalty ta one's own region, probably has its ori-
gin in e territorial instinct which is still observable i; ﬁan; species.
It becomes, however, an unfortunate obstacle to progress when our own
species is divided into iﬁterest-groups, such as social classes, which °
cut across geographiba] barri#rs. It cen also, to the novelist as well

—
a8 to the politician, ptrovide a convenient scapegoat by blaming“tﬁ? pro-
blems of one rebion cn the inhsbitants of another, who, for the simple
reason.that they are not tHere, cannot defend themselves.. This is par-
ticularly.proﬁouqced in Sybil, and evén more so in Shirley, whilé in
Felix Holt, Eliof prévides a good example of how the terfito}ial'in-

stinct is exploited for political purposes in the speech of Mr. Johnson

to the Sproxton miners. .

There is a riot in all but one of.the six novels -- Mary Barton is

the exception -- and a remarkably similar pattern is followed in each.

In SyLil the riot is instigated by Bishop Hatton's Hell-Cats, and the

' héréiﬁe struggles against it. -In North and South, the riot is the di-
~» . B t v )

rect result of a specific industrial dispute; it is caused by ﬁembEPS"Of
the Trades Union, who, though they are not Qutéiders in the -geographical

senge, are nevertheless, simply by virtue of their belonging to the
' { . .

.
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union, beyond.the”palg. Once again it is the heroine, Margaret, who

tries to pagify the rioters and protect their victim from them. The
. . . . .
riot in.Shirley is once more the result of an industrial dispute, but in

-

4 .
‘not from the immediat€ locality. Here it is Robert Moore who heroically

defends his mill, from the attack on it. In Alton Locke the riot is a

4

rurgl one, caused by.despair; tﬁe hero struggles to stop the riot and

W

.

ends up in.gaol as a result of his actions being misinterpregéd. In

Felix Holt the riat is the result of the manipulétion of ignorant miners

“«

by an unscrupulous election agent; otheérwise the scenario is identical
ot “

D

to that in Alton Locke.

»

There is a remarkable uniformity. in the role played by riot in

these novels. They are clearly 'intended as a warning to middle-cless

readers of what will happen if the just demands of. the working class are

o
-

not‘met. Riot is always portrayéﬁ in diabdlical terms. It is under-

standable that it represents the worst fears of the middle and upper

4

c¢lasses, since the one thing that the working class had in their favour
' O

was strength of numbers. In that respect, at least, fhey hed the poten-

-»

tial to topple the power and privilege of their social superiors. The

riots in the novels can.thereforeobe seen to be an appeal to the self-
intérest of -the higher classes; this,, the novelists are saying, is what
will happen‘tojydu if you don't do 5ométhing aboqt the condition of the
workers. It is'probably begt: summéd up in Mrs. paakeil'a "Franké;ateih"

image, whith, perhsps significantly, occurs in the only novel in which

~. {

no riot accurs. “\\<\ )
. ]

L3 &
———t
’

The last thing 1 want to do is look briefly at the place of the

?
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Condition of Engljnd novels within the history of the novel as a whole.
S | .
I have certain fundamental disagreements with Northrop Frye's archetypal

. criticism, but since he is probably the greatesf taxonomist of litera-

ture since Kristotle, I will use some of hi's descriptions of the qe:i;;
g;cﬁra

In the Anatomy of Criticism he coﬁplains’about thé lack of an

terminology for the novel. We can spéak about poetry in general or
aboqt one poem in particular, but no equivaient terms exist in relation
to the novel; that is why I have just hed to say "the Condition of
England novels wiéhin the history of the novel as’e whole". he nearest
equivalent term'to "poetry” is probabl}_"fiction"; but the use of:"fic-
tion" in such a context can be misleadindy since not all fictions are

novels. To make his point, Frye appeals to our experience ‘as readers:

Is Tristram Shandy a novel? -Nearly. everyone would séy yes, in
T . Y o,

spite of -its easygoing disregard of '"stery values". Is Gulli-
: ST < ‘ "
ver's Travels a novel? Herew mast would demur, “including the

Dewey decimal system, which puts it under "Satire and Humor".
But surely everyone would cgll it fiction, and if it is fic-
. ~\‘:,
' tion, a distinction appeg}s between fiction as.a genus and the

. novel as a specied of that genus.l

The Condition of quland novels, then, are to be gonsidered as
novels, and not as examples of'some otﬁer form of fiction. It remains
to be seen why Disraeli et. al. chose to convey their messages about tge
condition of Englqnd in the form of the novel, rather than in some other
literary form. Frye has an irteresting point to make in this conne;ion:

| In drema, the hypothetica{ or internal characters of the

story confront the audience directly, hence the drama is mark-

, ed by the'Ttoncealment of. the author from his audience . . .

Q
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Orama, like music, is an ensemble performance for an audience,

and music and drama are most likely to flourish in a society

-

with asfrong conscious:fss of itself as a society, like

Elizabethan England. When & society becomes individualized

and competitive, like Victorian England, music and drama.
A

suffer accordingly, and the written word almost monopolizes
literatpre.z.
It is easy to see the truth of this by appealing to a collection of phe-

nomena that occurred almost exectly'a century after the condition of

"England debate. The "angry young men" of .the 1950s produced literature

that was in many ways a twentieth-century equivalent to the Condition of
England novel. Ehéland'in the 1950s was still a competitive and indivi-
gualistic society, and m;ny of these literary works were novels. But
the 1950s also saw a renaissance of the hitherto moribund English.thea-
tre, a renaissance brought sabout largely by John Osbofne and other
"angry young men". What had happened was that while society at large
remained competitive and individualistic, & distinctive working-cless
culture had emerged, a culture tﬁat was the result of the consolidation

of the urban working-class culture that we see in its formative stage in

»

novels: such as Mary Sarton. Hence both o@hthe social conditions which -

Frye describes existed, and writers, some of whom were actuslly working-
class themselves, used both drama and thg novel as megdia. %he birth of
rock and roll in the 1950s is further evidenge of the consolidetion of a
worki%@-glass culture. o |

But in the meantime, something had happened to the novel, something

which rendered it a much more suitable vehicle for overtly political

purposes than it had been in the 1840s and 50s. Frye'g’deecription of
| .

’ {

-y,
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the novel is accurate, but, I think, out- of date:

o : Fielding's concépéion of the novel as a comic epic in prose
seems fundamental to the tradition he did so much to estab-

lish. In novels we think of as typical, like those of Jane

) Austen, plot and dialogue are ¢losely linked to the conven-
tions of the comedy of manners. The conventions of Wuthering
‘Heights are linked rather with the tale and the ballad.- They -
seem to have more affinity with tragedy and the tragic emo-

tions of passion and fury, which would shatter. the balance of
A\ rl

tone in Jane Austen, can be safely accommodated here. $So can

o the supernatural or the suggestion of it, which is difficult

+

to get into a novel.3 )
The conventions of the comedy of manners preclude the serious discussion
of "issues", particularly politicel ones. The Condition ef England
novelists tried to work such discussion into their novels, where it
: Slashed with the other conventions of the comedy of manners, such as the
need for a love story in which the lovers overcéme various obstacles and
eventually attain & happy ending. The sense of this clash of opposing
tendencies within thé same book is probably as much responsible as
social'or political prejudice for the widely{%eld opinion that the Con-
- dition of England novels are not great works\of izief;ture. It is my
contention that they are ex£remely important! works of literature pre-
cisely because of their partial faiiure; they created a slowly-gr;wing
awareness that the conventions .within which Jane Austen worked consti-

tuted a serious and damaging limitation to the potential of the novel

‘ ~-For—taking-on board material from almost any source and treating it with

N more freedom than is possible in any other literary medium. That is why
o - k) Pl N
. -
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I said that Frye'é déscription of the novel is out of date; it is a very
good description of the- pre-Condition of England novel (and of many
noVéls.written since that time), but it does nbt take info account the
gstartling diversity of subséquent novels. He wants to exclude Wuthering

Heights from the novel-canon, yet Wuthering Heights is much closer to

e .
the comedy. of manners than Mikhail Bulgekov's The Master and Margarita,

which is never described other than as a novel, and in whichuthe actién

" alternates between the Devil in twentieth-century Moscow and & character
Y

who bears a close resemblance to Jesus of Nezareth in first-century

Palestine. Presumably Frye would classify The Master and Margarita as.a

romance, which is the term he uses for books like Wuthering Heights.

The issue of whether we should call these books novels or romances is in
the end a non-issue of pedantic semantics; what is important is that the
debate is taking place because the conventions according to which the
novel is based on the cémedy of manners have broken down, and the free-
dom of novelists in both the cho;pe and the treatment of their material
haé grown enormously. Emily Bronté& brought in the supernatural (ybich
_bhad in fact already been done, by James Hogg in his Private Me%oirs and

. 4
Confessions of a Justified Sinner); Charlotte Bronté, along with the

other Condition of England novelists, began for the first time to use
class as theme instead of élasg as data (see Introduction), thereby ex-
tending the provenance of the novel in another direction.

It is for this reason that the contribution of Disraeli, Gaskell,
Bront&, Kingsley and Eliot to-the development of the novel is probably
greater in the long run than their contribution to the Condition of

England debate.
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