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Abstract

The role of the fallen woman intrigued Victorian society. Like much literature, this character reflected the time period she was a part of, but what signals did popular authors provide to show that a character was fallen? And did those authors argue against modern mindsets that a fallen woman could never reintegrate successfully into society after her fall? To answer these questions, I analyzed the clues George Eliot and Elizabeth Gaskell provided to show their readers a female character was fallen. These characters violated three key social mores: they wore clothes outside of their class, they worked, and they displayed improper mannerisms. I suggest that Eliot and Gaskell, in Mill on the Floss and Mary Barton, utilize elements of reality in their novels to inspire the reader to sympathize with their characters.


Eliot’s heroine Maggie, in Mill on the Floss, received a varied critical reception, with much of the criticism revolving around the end of the novel. Some viewed the novel’s conclusion as a satisfying and inevitable end to Maggie’s struggle. Others found the idea of the river as a washing away of sin unrealistic, a failed denouement. In addition, critics also found flaws with the autobiographical nature of this novel. However, Eliot’s depiction of Maggie’s childhood was generally praised, and author Henry James, who wrote an early review of the novel, concluded that the first two books of the novel were both truthful and touching. Despite the critics, however, the book sold. 

           When first published, Mary Barton was also Victorian best seller. Gaskell’s literary sponsors claimed this piece on the same literary level as that of Dickens, and many attributed its success to the newness of the social novel. Gaskell’s attempt at a realistic portrayal of the oppressed living in the newly industrialized “hungry forties” generated debate as to whether or not the novel was an acceptable outlet to expose social ills. Most critics lauded her literary talent, even if some did find the plot slightly sentimental. 

Readers will always make their own assumptions, however, and for years students, teachers, and scholars have debated these works. Much of the research culled for this paper was planted during the 1970s and early 1980s, when second-wave feminist criticism was at its peak. The rationale underlying this particular analysis, while inspired by feminist criticism, also draws a lot from the historic and sociological perspectives of mid-nineteenth century Britain. The most intriguing evidence used in this essay was unearthed in primary sources. Original criticism, authors’ letters, and advice manuals published during the mid-nineteenth century fertilized many of the ideas present in this essay. 

Looking closely at these two novels as they tie into three social mores, the reader may conclude that although Gaskell and Eliot portray the characters Esther and Maggie as victims, Victorian society demanded these fallen women die. This requirement was not only because society perceived their moral fall, but because they both violated three key social mores: they wore clothes outside of their class, they worked, and they possessed improper mannerisms. 

In order to scrutinize these issues more carefully, it’s necessary to analyze whether or not these characters were actually fallen women. 

Fallen or not

While the fallen woman was a popular character in Victorian literature, nearly all real fallen women lived tragic lives. Most were lower class women who were unable to exist on the pittance they earned from their jobs as seamstresses, factory workers, educators, maids, etc. Middle-class society almost exclusively looked down upon a woman for working – leaving her proper place, the sanctity of the home— yet like today, the reality of most middle and lower class lives required a woman to help support her family. In extremely rare cases, a fortuitous woman found a comfortable place as a courtesan or kept woman, and was able to live a life of relative luxury, yet it wasn’t that rare occurrence which motivated most women dubbed “fallen.” The real motivation was fear: fear of starvation and death—for themselves and their families.

There are numerous ways to classify fallen women. At the basest level, the truly fallen were prostitutes. Only one character in these novels is a prostitute. Yet the fear these characters had of turning prostitute necessitates a look at the life they were in danger of falling into. Statistics for the mid-1800s are somewhat unreliable, yet they offer an insightful look at the time period. Baumgarten and Daleski write that “the number of prostitutes known to the police throughout England and Scotland in 1850 had… risen to … 50,000 with 8,000 recorded for London alone” (95). The life of most prostitutes was grim. French socialist-feminist and travel writer Flora Tristan visited London in 1839 to investigate female social problems. Her travels provided the fodder for her book Promenades dans Londres, published in London Journals in 1840. She took along two male companions, who protected her with their canes, while she visited the “Waterloo Road district which was inhabited almost exclusively by prostitutes and pimps” (qtd. in  in Hellerstein, Hume, and Offen 418). What she found there shocked her sensibilities. Wealthy and influential men who visited gin houses would pursue all sorts of vulgar amusements. Tristan writes that one of the most “relished [amusements] is to get a prostitute so soused that she falls down dead drunk; then they force her to drink a mixture of vinegar, mustard, and pepper; this beverage almost always gives her horrible convulsions, and the twitching and contortions of the poor unfortunate woman provoke laughter and entertain honorable society ever so much!” (qtd. in  in Hellerstein, Hume, and Offen 420). No wonder characters like John Barton disdained high society. 

Henry Mayhew was another observer of the prostitute’s conditions. As a British social investigator, Mayhew spent “years studying the condition of the London poor” (qtd. in  in Hellerstein, Hume, and Offen 419). His most famous work is titled London Labour and the London Poor. One woman he interviewed, described only as a “good-looking girl of sixteen” (421), explains how her need to survive led to her life as a prostitute. 

I am an orphan. When I was ten I was sent to service as maid of all-work, in a small tradesman's family. It was a hard place, and my mistress used me very cruelly, beating me often. When I had been in place three weeks, my mother died; my father having died twelve years before. I stood my mistress's ill-treatment for about six months … at last I ran away. I got to Mrs. -- , a low lodging-house... I went with them to have a halfpenny worth of coffee, and they took me to the lodging-house. I then had three shillings, and stayed about a month, and did nothing wrong, living on the three shillings and what I pawned my clothes for ... In the lodging-house I saw nothing but what was bad, and heard nothing but what was bad. I was laughed at, and was told to swear. They said, “Look at her for a d --- modest fool” –sometimes worse than that, until by degrees I got to be as bad as they were. During this time I used to see boys and girls from ten and twelve years old sleeping together, but understood nothing wrong. I had never heard of such places before I ran away. I can neither read nor write. My mother was a good woman, and I wish I'd had her to run away to. I saw things between almost children that I can't describe to you– very often I saw them, and that shocked me. At the month's end, when I was beat out, I met with a young man of fifteen– I myself was going on to twelve years old– and he persuaded me to take up with him. I stayed with him three months in the same lodging-house, living with him as his wife, though we were mere children, and being true to him. At the three months' end he was taken up for picking pockets, and got six months. I was sorry, for he was kind to me; though I was made ill through him; so I broke some windows in St. Paul's-churchyard to get into prison to get cured. I had a month in the Compter, and came out well … I had 2s. 6d. given to me when I came out, and was forced to go into the streets for a living. I continued walking the streets for three years, sometimes making a good deal of money, sometimes none, feasting one day and starving the next. (qtd. in  in Hellerstein Hume, and Offen 421-22)

Mayhew ends this sad entry with the words “the above facts require no comment from me” (422). Mayhew’s look at the life of this young girl offers insight into the reasons why a girl might become a fallen woman. Her circumstances, not her choices, dictated her life. Several characters in Gaskell and Eliot’s novels struggle with similar circumstances, but fail to fall to the level of prostitute. Unfortunately, the story of this young woman’s life is not unique. Usually, prostitutes were not the social outcasts read about in novels, but “poor, yet independent, working women” who were primarily young and single. Both Maggie and Mary are young, single, poor, and independent. These characteristics make them susceptible to this career. Real fallen women were tolerated in the community by the lower class, but their “social ostracization comes from the middle-upper classes,” which found “their behaviors unintelligible” (Edgar “The Fallen Woman”). 


While convoluted to members of the upper-middle class, not all real-life prostitutes lived destitute lives. Author Jenni Calder suggests that a handful were able to thrive in their careers: “Some managed to maintain themselves in quite decent circumstances by their earnings, and there were a few notorious women who, out of a combination of luck, cleverness and charm, did very well indeed for themselves” (92). One such woman was Catherine Walters, who lived in the mid-nineteenth century. Known to many as “Skittles,” she was the daughter of a sea captain who lost her Irish mother at the age of four (Hickman 279). Skittles grew up in a convent, but soon found employment at a stable. Her desire to work changed her sphere from the female world of domesticity to the male sphere. She became a famous personality in England, sparking debate about the morality of accepting a courtesan into society.


Also a celebrated beauty, prostitute Laura Bell began her career as a shop girl (Hickman 289). At age 20, she left for London and found employment in a mourning home. “As with many working girls of the time, Laura was soon supplementing her income in the traditional way [i.e., prostitution],” Hickman writes. “She was pretty, blonde and doll-like, and quickly made her way up the ranks to the world of high court” (289-90). She soon had all of the accoutrements of high living—a phaeton, clothing, and a swarm of admirers.



Despite these success stories, the mid-nineteenth century birthed an effort to help the masses of less fortunate prostitutes. Calder suggests that there were isolated attempts to “‘reclaim’ small numbers of fallen women, and set them up in suitable institutions” (91). In fact, “reclamation” of these women, according to Auerbach) was one of the few “respectable activities available to philanthropically-minded women” (153). In addition to women, a few males joined in the effort. At night, MP William Gladstone sought prostitutes to reform, much to the embarrassment of his peers. And prolific writer Charles Dickens established Urania Cottage for “repentant sinners” (Baumgarten, Murray and Daleski 95). Yet efforts to reform the lives of these unfortunates were extremely unsuccessful. Author Laura Hapke describes the Magdalen Home in London, which offered a harsh, institutional regime for a “reward” of an “exploitative domestic job” (21). With such little incentive, many women had most likely begun their working lives as honest laborers with no intention to go wrong but no hope of surviving, so it is no wonder there was so little success. Unfortunately, “recidivism… was extremely high… the penitents received little of the sympathy and comfort described in fiction” (Baumgarten, Murray and Daleski 21). The Victorians, however, did not give up. By 1860, there were about two dozen evangically-inspired rescue homes in London alone (Baumgarten, Murray and Daleski 17). Yet in spite of individual and group efforts, it was difficult to change the lives of those lost to this profession. Gladstone discovered that “the recurrent depiction of the fallen woman in art and literature as the ‘repentant sinner,’ longing to be reaccepted into society, bore only a limited resemblance to truth in the real world” (Baumgarten, Murray and Daleski 95). 


From Dickens to Collins, the fallen woman intrigued readers everywhere. “Prostitutes hover menacingly or pathetically on the fringes of novels by Dickens, Trollope and Mrs. Gaskell” (Cunningham 20). Because prostitution was so widespread, it was only natural that literature mirrors life. As one of the “hot topics” of the time, prostitution was eventually reflected in literature. In fact, historians assume that the increase in prostitution “resulted in the literary focus on fallen women” (Baumgarten and Daleski 95). Yet society dubbed more than prostitutes fallen women. According to Calder, “middle-class opinion tended to place any woman of dubious morality in the prostitute class” (72). To some, the treatment of the literary fallen women represented a myth. Auerbach writes extensively on the stereotype of the fallen woman as portrayed in art and literature: “Actual, unglamorous prostitutes abounded in urban England, living vulnerable lives … yet majestic fallen women cut operatic figures in fiction, art and the stage” (“Falling Alice” 47). This myth is present in the works of both Eliot and Gaskell, who push the boundaries of this myth by humanizing these characters. The humanization of the fallen woman is important. Instead of utilizing this figure in a conventional way, authors like Eliot and Gaskell created sympathy for their plight by offering reasons for their fall.


In spite of the ‘majestic fallen woman’ of whom Auerbach writes, before the mid-1800s literature which included a fallen woman almost exclusively followed a traditional pattern of this characters’ life. She lives, she falls to sexual temptation, regrets her actions, and, as a result of her monumental trespasses, she dies. Author Gail Cunningham writes: “In the mid-nineteenth-century-novel, sexual misdemeanors are more usually treated as hideous aberrations and are approached with uniform gravity and a stern moral frown. The fallen woman was a stain on society and had to be punished, either by the intolerable pangs of conscience or by death--preferably both” (21). The classic image of the fallen woman, leaning precariously over the edge of a bridge and weeping tears into the Thames, was a comfortable and expected image to Victorian readers. By killing off a heroine or side character, an author was bowing to convention (Hapke 20). Traditionally, “the fallen woman must writhe in tortured positions of remorse until she dies penitent at the end of her story” (Auerbach “Falling Alice” 48). Authors of The Woman Question: Society and Literature in Britain and America, 1837-1883, Helsinger, Sheets and Veeder, suggest that early Victorian fiction writers conformed their fallen female characters to traditional types: “They are denied the role of protagonist and are subjected to the death mandatory for women with extra-marital relationships” (113). Yet by the middle of the century, authors began to include characters who achieved more than a tragic death. Doing so showed readers that perhaps there was more to these fallen women than just a stereotype.  


Perhaps spurred on by reclamation efforts, or the movement toward helping the poor, authors like Collins, Gaskell, Eliot and Dickens began to analyze the reasons behind a woman’s fall, and to suggest two shocking alternatives: perhaps a woman was not ultimately responsible for her fall, and perhaps she could reintegrate into society. Author Beth Kalikoff suggests that one of the reasons why Eliot and Gaskell’s character fall is a complex one: their desire to do good. For example, in Mary Barton, Mary rationalizes her romantic aspirations for Harry Carson by visualizing the benefits their alliance will have on her family and friends. In addition, in Mill on the Floss Maggie’s desire for her love leads her to try desperately to please her overly critical and cold brother, Tom. For Maggie, Kalikoff writes, Stephen Guest “represents the passionate and uncritical affections she seeks” (362-63). The inclusion of the reasons behind a fall generated both sympathy and shock from Gaskell and Eliot’s critics.


A more common perspective on the reasons for a woman’s fall is the effect the time period had on Victorian literature. Baumgarten and Daleski write that 1850s literary works which included the fallen woman character occurred at a time when “the gap between the idealized world of the spirit and the unscrupulous exploitation of the poor by the business world had begun to be exposed” (98). Before this time period, society lauded the progress made by industrialization without analyzing the social consequences of this progress. When people emerged from the “hungry forties”
 poor and destitute, most likely a result of the industrial revolution, the wealthy attributed their conditions to the fault of the workers. The fallen woman character arises at this time “as a central theme in both art in literature, representing the growing perceptions that the morality of the Victorian era which the Angel had symbolized was itself sullied” (100). Society began to take a second look at the viability of the “angel,”
 the woman who dedicated herself so wholesomely and dedicatedly to maintaining a pure and peaceful home. Auerbach writes that the fallen woman “becomes the abased figurehead of a fallen culture; her imaginative resonance justifies the punishment to which she is subjected.” England “feared female sexuality and aggression, and so enshrined a respectably sadistic cautionary tale punishing them both” (Auerbach, “The Rise” 31).

As the nineteenth-century continued, however, a handful of writers moved away from the established fallen woman social type. England’s psyche was changing. The industrial revolution and society’s exposure to differing modes of thought, such as an interest in reason, spurred novelists to look at this character in a new light. Hapke writes that “by the middle of the nineteenth century… the fallen woman and her redemption had become compelling literary subjects” (16). Writers like Eliot and Gaskell began to sidestep the conventionally-required death of the fallen woman. The usually harsh atonement, such as the “death of the illegitimate child, the river suicide, or the saintly renunciation of the world,” were replaced with the society’s concern for “more realistic ways of ‘saving the fallen’” (Hapke 17). In fact, some writers, like Gaskell, even “condemn those characters who believe that the fallen woman should be an outcast” (Bick 20) in works like Ruth and “Lizzie Leigh.” However, even though authors began to explore ideas of reasoning behind the fall and redemption after the fall, the ultimate fate of the fallen was still devastating. Cunningham writes that “even the novelist who took the rather advanced line that many such women were victims, that they did not jump but were pushed to their fall by some callous profligate, could not dispose with final retribution” (Cunningham 21). So while an author would push the boundaries of social norms by offering an understandable reason why a character fell, in the end, she still suffered the consequences of her actions. 

The fallen woman as victim in literature, however, took many forms. In fact, some authors suggest that males have a responsibility for fallenness by forsaking the female—a theme seen in many novels. Although not a traditional fallen woman, Miss Havisham, for example, from Dickens’ Great Expectations, allows herself to fall in despair because Compeyson forsook her. Her home becomes “the embodiment of domestic disintegration and neglect” (108) and Tennyson’s Mariana, from the poem of the same name, “deserted by her lovers” (106) is left to grieve in solitude (Baumgarten and Daleski). In addition, many who presented the fallen woman as victim showed her in a sorrowful light. She was portrayed often as a “beaten-down prostitute, practicing one of the few trades available to Victorian females” (Auerbach, “The Rise” 31).

Naturally, the changing treatment of this character led to an eventual redemption. Again, there is a connection with what was happening in real life with reclamation efforts and with what was happening in the novel with a character’s reintegration into society. This literary occurrence began with not only the portrayal of the woman as victim, but with an altered focus on her plight. Instead of highlighting her fall, authors wrote of her character and how it was affected by her fall. “Novelists like Gaskell … presented a moral transformation effected at least in part by the penitent herself …Gaskell … focus[es] less on the agony of contrition than the penitent’s development, whatever her fate” (Hapke 21). Such an emphasis is illustrated in Gaskell’s Esther, who developed into a character with whom even the coldest of readers can empathize. These developments matter because they suggest that authors like Eliot and Gaskell were pushing the boundaries of what was acceptable and what was not acceptable in fiction. Through their writing, Eliot and Gaskell were changing the public perception of fallen woman. This character no longer needed to die for her so-called sins anymore, and by showing the reasons why she fell Eliot and Gaskell created sympathy in the hearts of their readers. 

In order to generate this sympathy, mid-nineteenth century authors like Eliot and Gaskell needed to show a more realistic fallen woman, a woman who reflected what was happening in society then (Kalikoff 357). By focusing on the act of falling itself, as opposed to the fallen woman, authors like Eliot and Gaskell were revising this figure, who “differs from her ‘ruined’ sisters in popular literature by providing writers with the opportunity to consider the nature of worldly temptation in light of a contemporary cultural issue” (Kalikoff 365). Naturally, this topic was initially rejected by critics of this time period. For example, “Mrs. Gaskell’s Ruth of 1853 …created a sensation at the time” because she portrayed Ruth’s loss of honor in a sympathetic manner (Baumgarten and Daleski 102). Gaskell reacted to the controversy by telling her friend Eliza Fox: “‘Now should you have burnt the 1st vol. of Ruth as so very bad? even if you had been a very anxious father of a family? Yet two men have; and a third has forbidden his wife to read it; they sit next to us in Chapel and you can’t think how ‘improper’ I feel under their eyes’” (69).

Even more sensational than offering logical reasons for a woman’s fall were plot lines that allowed a woman to reintegrate into society after a fall. Auerbach writes “one constant element in the myth of the fallen woman … is the absolute transforming power of the fall” (“The Rise” 34). This so-called power enabled her to change, morally and sometimes physically, and while at times authors still destined her for death or suffering, more often she was able to join society as a pure woman again. 
While Victorian society deemed Maggie and Esther fallen women, a close look at each text blurs those distinctions. Maggie Tulliver was not technically a fallen woman because she turned away from the temptation to elope with Stephen Guest. Just before leaving Stephen, the man her cousin Lucy is all-but-engaged to, Maggie suggests confession will right the wrong she has caused her loved ones: “I will confess everything. Lucy will believe me – she will forgive you, and – and – O, some good will come by clinging to the right” (Eliot 478). Maggie knows the difference between right and wrong, and she chooses what is right. Maggie’s choice, however, does not mean she avoids the consequences of her actions. Dr. Kenn, who soon becomes Maggie’s confidant, recognizes her struggle as well as her innocence. Although at one point he thinks that marriage between Maggie and Stephen might be best, he understands that she does not want her to betray her ethics. Dr. Kenn’s realizes that: “[the] state of Maggie’s heart and conscience must not be tampered with: the principle on which she had acted was a safer guide than any balancing of consequence” (497). Because Eliot has a man of authority giving consideration to Maggie’s thoughts, Eliot is showing the reader that her heroine’s motives are credible. It is better for her to follow her conscience in this matter than bow to society’s conventions. 

Dr. Kenn is kind to Maggie and employs her as a governess. While he cannot save her from the suffering society inflicts, his acknowledgment of her righteous character furthers Eliot’s view that Maggie is not truly a fallen woman. Suprisingly, Maggie’s aunt, Mrs. Glegg, also upholds Maggie’s character and declares that she will verbally fight any person who talks negatively about her niece. Eliot surprised the reader by asserting Glegg’s support of Maggie: “Glegg allowed that Maggie ought to be punished – she was not a woman to deny that – she knew what conduct was; but punished in proportion to the misdeed proved against her” (500). Glegg believed in her niece when the scandal broke, but when she received a copy of Stephen’s letter she had evidence to support her views of Maggie’s character. Glegg’s support even manifested itself in the offer of a home for Maggie. This unexpected gesture shows that someone of wealth, influence, and stature—as well as a stickler for the rules—is able to look at the reasons behind Maggie’s fall, accept her and defend her. Instead of begin entirely rejected by her family, Maggie does have an ally. Aunt Glegg symbolizes society, and Eliot uses her to prove a point. If Glegg can accept and defend Maggie, then the reader should also.

Even though Maggie chooses the path a “moral” woman would take, Eliot directly refers to Maggie as “falling” throughout the novel. After Tom discovers Maggie’s secret relationship with Philip Wakem, Eliot comments on Maggie’s future: “There was more struggle for her – perhaps more falling” (348). The lowering of Maggie’s character is continued when Philip falls asleep in his painting studio. Philip dreams of Maggie “slipping down a glistening waterfall” (427). Near the end of the novel when Maggie allows herself to get into the boat with Stephen, Eliot writes: “And where would that lead her? – Where had it led her now? She would rather die than fall in to that temptation. She felt it now – now that the consequences of such a fall had come before here, the outward act was completed” (471). Eliot’s diction is obvious; the repeated use of the word “fall” connects Maggie to the figure of a fallen woman. After Maggie does “fall,” to the temptation of eloping with Stephen, she leaves him and returns home. To Maggie, home is the only place she’ll be free from temptation, it is the “sanctuary where sacred relics lay—where she would be rescued from more falling” (479). And just before Maggie literally “falls” to the bottom of the Floss with Tom, she destroys the letter Stephen sent. The letter, in which Stephen attempts to convince Maggie to re-kindle their affair, unearths the temptation Maggie has struggled to suppress. Maggie agonizes over the emotions she feels, indicating yet another sense of fallenness: “Am I to struggle and fall and repent again?” (518). On the surface, Eliot appears to offer conflicting opinions of her main character. Why refer to Maggie as falling if she is not truly a fallen woman? But Eliot’s description foreshadows Maggie’s fate and reinforces society’s negative view of her character. 

Esther’s fate, in Mary Barton, did not need much foreshadowing. She is  indeed a fallen woman because she is a prostitute.  Even though circumstances led her to such a sad profession, she made her choice when she ran away with her lover. When Esther confronts Jem Wilson after his late-night shift at the factory, she tells her tragic tale and explains why she never contacted her family: "I always meant to send for her [Mary] to pay me a visit when I was married; for, mark you! He promised me marriage, they all do. Then came three years of happiness. I suppose I ought not to have been happy, but I was. I had a little girl, too" (Gaskell 161). Gaskell draws the line between right and wrong more distinctly with Esther than Eliot does with Maggie. By acknowledging that she probably should not have been happy living in sin, Esther shows the reader that she knows what she did was wrong. Later in the novel, when her lover leaves her and their illegitimate daughter, she is forced to fend for herself. When her daughter becomes ill, she cannot take care of her shop and eventually finds herself out on the street. Esther ends her story with the sad description of how she turned prostitute. Because she needed money for food and medicine, she "went out into the street one January night" (162). Like Mayhew’s “good looking girl of sixteen,” Esther is forced to sell her body to take care of herself. She is, however, still aware that prostitution is a sin. She asks Jem if God will punish her, saying that her actions separated her from God (162). Earlier in the novel, Esther is thrown into jail after having been mistaken for a drunkard. At the end of a month-long incarceration, Esther is somewhat reluctant to leave: "The month was over; - the honeymoon to the newly-married; the exquisite convalescence to the 'living mother of a living child'… the term of penance, of hard labour, and of solitary confinement, to the shrinking, shivering, hopeless prisoner" (158). Esther’s penitent character must suffer, yet she is being prepared for a moral transformation. After Esther's miserable life, jail seems almost a relief. In prison she is fed and taken care of, but on the streets life is hard. When Jem asks where she lives, she replies coldly: "And do you think one sunk so low as I am has a home? Decent, good people have homes. We have no home" (64). Again, word choice hints at fallenness. Esther says she has “sunk low,” a condition only applicable to one who has fallen. To the Victorians, home was a sanctuary, a place of protection and the woman’s sphere. Esther knows that her fall from grace has left her without a sanctuary, and that she does not belong to the group of people she once did. The only thing keeping Esther going is her desire to save her niece Mary from a similar fate. 

Labor in Mill on the Floss
While an American, feminist Caroline Dall’s 1859 quote, “the command of society to the uneducated class is ‘marry, stitch, die, or do worse’” is relevant to the plight of the seamstresses in England as well as their cousins in America (qtd. in  in Helsinger, Sheets, and Veeder 150). As the industrial revolution spurred women from the home and to the workplace, women became “more vital to society than ever before, as the sole preservers of human values which found no place in the modern world of work… middle-class culture chose the domestic role for women, and thus effectively decided that women should not work” (Helsinger, Sheets, and Veeder 109). As members of the middle-class,
 the Tulliver males agreed with society’s determination that Maggie should not work. 

Maggie’s decision to support herself by needlework, then, reflects a Victorian hot topic. The Victorians debated the figure of the seamstress intensely. Much debate over women’s labor occurred in parliament, but for the public the debate happened in popular periodicals like Punch or Forbe’s Magazine. Because she often worked at home, the seamstress was considered less of a threat than the female factory worker. Her future, however, was still dim. An article published in an 1849 edition of the London Morning Chronicle by Henry Mayhew explains how seamstresses often began their careers sewing and ended them as prostitutes. Mayhew included a transcript from a conversation with a young seamstress in his article: 

I was virtuous when I first went to work, and I remained so till this last twelvemonth. I struggled very hard to keep myself chaste, but I found that I couldn’t get enough food and clothing for myself and mother, so I took to live with a young man… he did promise to marry me, but his sister made mischief between me and him, so that parted us… it was the little money I got by my labour that led me to go wrong. Could I have honestly earnt enough to have subsisted upon, to find me in proper food and clothing… I should not have gone astray; no, never—As it was I fought against it as long as I could—that I did—to the last. (qtd. in  in Hellerstein, Hume, and Offen 429)

Real-life accounts like this help the reader understand the fear that Maggie’s family held for her future. In fact, every relation Maggie has attempts to convince her to give up her sewing (and later, teaching) and subsist on what little charity she can glean from her aunts. Tom, who is closest to Maggie and feels that he knows her nature well, is aware of the temptation his sister, as a working woman, will face. He feels most passionate that Maggie avoid labor, but does not appear to understand the dilemma that she faces as she is caught between “the equally degrading alternatives of marrying for convenience or of becoming an unwanted spinster, a hanger-on and financial burden to some distant relative” (Young 124). Repeatedly described by Eliot as independent, Maggie was sure to be miserable living with her relatives. The reader learned early in the story that Maggie did not get along with the Dodsons. For Maggie, “the Dodsons’ emphasis on rules… and their correlative faith in the clear difference between right and wrong” would have been hard to abide (Ermarth). In order for her to find some measure of independence, she needed an occupation.


But Eliot couldn’t send Maggie to work in the mill or factory. According to Lynn M. Alexander, Victorians assumed factory workers had low moral standards, so Victorian writers needed a character that readers could feel good about liking, a character that would not be interpreted as morally corrupt (29). Seamstresses were “less offensive to middle-class readers” because sewing was associated with the traditional images of home and the “traditional roles of wife and mother” (30). Since most women sewed, readers of Mill on the Floss could identify with Maggie. And in many scenes, Eliot places Maggie in a cozy room near her family members. This setting associates Maggie with a traditional feminine role. 

Victorians evidence a contradictory standard, though. While women could relate to sewing, they looked down upon someone who sewed for a living.  In much social criticism, “women needleworkers… were linked… through their …potential for becoming fallen” (Valverde 184). Maggie’s only acceptable option was to avoid working altogether. Instead, she pursues a career in the schoolroom and in governessing. There are no scenes portraying Maggie as an educator. Only dialogue and innuendo suggest that she worked in a schoolroom. The governess was still a respectable figure, but less so than the seamstress who took in work.


While certainly more educated than seamstresses, governesses had their own share of hardships. In a letter written to her sister in 1839, Charolette Bronte recalls the unpleasantness of life as a governess: the lack of free time, authority over her pupils, and interest her employers have for her as a human. She writes that “it is dreary work to look on and listen…a private governess has no existence” (qtd. in  in Helsinger, Sheets, and Veeder 119). Nelly Weeton Stock was a governess for several families in England. Her experiences with her employers were mostly positive, but she did have to deal with a parent who became physically abusive after his child died. Her letters to her brother recall her career experiences. In one letter, she writes of the “vexations that occur sometimes in the hours of instruction with a child” (qtd. in  in Hellerstein, Hume, and Offen 343). In another, she refers to her charges as “unruly, noisy, insolent, and ill-tempered” (qtd. in  in Hellerstein, Hume, and Offen 345). In one of her final missives, she explains how a governess “is almost shut out of society” because she cannot associate with the servants and is not treated as an equal to the family (qtd. in  in Hellerstein, Hume, and Offen 346).
 Eliot herself was exposed firsthand to the potential dangers a governess faced when she boarded with her employer, John Chapman, editor of the Westminster Review, who “carried on a ménage a trois with his wife and his children’s governess” (Pool 188). As Maggie’s schoolroom is “third-rate” (385), her family must have felt ample reason to urge her to avoid finding another situation. And while he she governess to a man of the clothe, his position is not holy enough to protect her from gossip.


It is obvious, by the number of references in the later part of the novel, that Eliot meant to characterize Maggie as a working woman. Maggie is often seated at a “table with her work” (407), taking “up her work” (381), going on “with her work” (407), and “seizing her work” (407). The first time Eliot typifies  Maggie as a working girl occurs after her family’s financial fall. Mrs. Tulliver is knitting, and Maggie is “bent over her sewing” (265). This quote contrasts Maggie’s youthful ideas about sewing. Earlier in the novel, Maggie rejected the domestic arts quite vehemently, objecting to the logic behind this activity: “‘It’s foolish work,’ said Maggie, with a toss of her mane,
 -- tearing things to pieces to sew ‘em together again’”(14). Only the necessity to labor for her family could overcome Maggie’s instinctively negative reaction to sewing. And even though her family does not want her to work, Maggie was determined to work at plain sewing so she could contribute to the tin box under her father’s bed (293). This determination ultimately shames the family, and, of course, places Maggie in that class of women who labor, and are therefore prone to becoming fallen women.


There is much historical evidence to suggest that women who labored were on the cusp of society, and Eliot reflects those views in her novel. While embroidery, a favorite past-time of Maggie’s cousin Lucy, is described by Eliot as “rational and improving” (369), the female laboring for money was not doing anything “rational or improving” at all. Like Maggie’s efforts to contribute to her family’s finances, Lucy is committed to raising money for charity. This requires her efforts, but spurs on her lover’s social commentary: 

“Here is another of the moral results of this idiotic bazaar,” Stephen burst forth… “taking young ladies from the duties of domestic hearth into scenes of dissipation among urn-rugs and embroidered reticules! I should like to know what is the proper function of women, if it is not to make reasons for husbands to stay at home, and still stronger reasons for bachelors to go out. If this goes on much longer, the bonds of society will be dissolved.”(404)

Strong in nature, Stephen’s harsh words reflect the deep-seated beliefs of the time, that women who labor threatened the moral fabric of society. Any form of labor intended to earn profit pulled women from their homes, duties, and husbands. A woman’s place, as suggested by Stephen’s words, was in the home. Yet this question was being debated during the time that Eliot penned Mill on the Floss. To many Victorians, whether a woman should work or stay home “was the Woman Question” (Helsinger, Sheets, and Veeder 110). Stephen continues his criticism of Maggie and Lucy’s labors by suggesting that “St. Oggs has not got force of motive enough to build and endow schools without calling in the force of folly” (404). To the modern reader, these comments are insulting. Being called the “force of folly” would be enough to merit a sharp retort. But to Eliot’s readers, Stephen’s words were most likely representative of this great social debate. Stephen’s views on the issue of female labor erupt again, when he requests Lucy’s voice in a duet. He asks if she is willing to set down her embroidery, thereby abandoning what he considers the “most sacred duties of life” (405). Again, the difference between domestic duty and unnecessary labor is clear. These comments are harsh, but reflect the Victorian male viewpoint of the times. It’s ironic that Stephen’s character should fall so in love with Maggie, whose activities represent the type of female to which he is so opposed. Stephen says one thing and does another, which shows Eliot’s argument that society plays a clear role in the fate of the fallen woman.


In addition to Stephen, Maggie’s Aunt Pullet also has much to say about female labor. As a teacher or governess, Maggie is returning to what her aunt calls a “menial condition.” Such a choice, Eliot writes, was a “sore point with all her relatives.” Mr. Glegg, in fact, orders her to reject any position of service and pursue marriage (453). Aunt Pullet meant Maggie to work in her home until then (159). Tom also expresses his concerns about Maggie’s employment—especially when she went about her search in a very public way. Maggie asked for sewing jobs at a “linen shop in St. Ogg’s, instead of getting it in a more quiet and indirect way”(289). Unable to understand Tom’s persecution, she is shocked when he says “I don’t like my sister to do such things…I’ll take care that the debts are paid, without lowering yourself that way” (293). As a girl, there is little that Maggie can do to take care of herself without lowering herself. Victorians believed females were “helpless and in need of protection throughout their lives, not just during their childhood and youth” (Alexander 37), so Tom’s reaction is a natural one. Regardless of her brother’s disapproval, which is so very important to her, Maggie chooses to work. She frequently ponders her new, and nearly vanity-free, life while working hard, sitting with her “well-plied needle, making shirts and other complicated stitching” (293). Obviously, a well-used needle indicates that she is not a casual seamstress and that she is skilled at her work. 


Maggie labors so much, that she is frequently described as “bending over her sewing” (348). In her mind, her efforts are aimed at helping recover her family’s lost fortune. She explains away her ability to Lucy as more of a necessity than a talent: “plain sewing was the only thing I could get money by, so I was obliged to try and do it well” (378). Yet Tom, as a young man, feels the burden to provide for their family should rest on his shoulders. He reiterates his criticism of his sister several times: “You know I didn’t wish you to take a situation. My aunt Pullet was willing to give you a good home, and you might have lived respectably amongst your relations, until I could have provided a home for you with my mother” (392). To Maggie, living with her aunt is not an acceptable option. Her brother does not realize that Maggie could never conform to their behavioral expectations. Ignoring Maggie’s motives, Tom’s comments suggest that Maggie is not respectable because she works. 


Eliot uses Maggie’s rejection of her family’s offer to characterize her as an independent woman, a woman who would rather make her own way in life than rely on the help of her relatives. After her fall, Eliot explains that Maggie’s habit of securing work has become instinctual: “the love of independence was too strong an inheritance and a habit for her not to remember that she must get her own bread; and when other projects looked vague, she fell back on that of returning to her plain sewing, and so getting enough to pay for her lodging at Bob’s” (493). Eliot’s words show just how much Maggie has changed. Unlike today, however, female independence was not considered a virtue. 


Yet Maggie’s persistence in securing a situation is important. After her fall, Maggie turns to Dr. Kenn for help. The only thing she desires is “some occupation that will enable me to get my bread and be independent” (497). To Maggie, labor will provide the independence she longs for, and at this point in the story the consequences of her labor are nearly irrelevant. “I can’t live with anyone,” she says, “or be dependent on them… I must get my own bread” (364). Before her fall, Maggie attempted to help her family, but now she is simply trying to survive. 


In addition to sewing, Maggie attempted one other career: teaching. Earlier in the novel, Lucy recalls Maggie’s sad history to Stephen: “She has been in a dreary situation in a school since her uncle’s death, because she is determined to be independent, and not live with aunt Pullet” (365). This determination is not admired by anyone, but portrays Maggie as a romantic figure in Stephen’s mind. When attempting to convince her cousin to enjoy her visit, Lucy comments on Maggie’s two year teaching career: “You’re forgetting that you’ve left that dreary schoolroom behind you, and have no little girls’ clothes to mend” (373). The school was not a quality institution, but given Maggie’s lack of a formal education was probably the only teaching position she could find. Unfortunately, it included taking in sewing as well as instruction.
 Eliot describes the place as “third rate… with …jarring sounds and petty rounds of tasks” (385). And when speaking with Dr. Kenn at the bazaar, Maggie says that she has “been a teacher in a school” (435). She explains that she is seeking a similar situation, a sentiment Maggie repeated several times and confirmed when she informs Lucy that she’ll begin her position as governess on the “25th of June” (437).


Maggie never claims her position as governess. After her fall, she yearns for the comfort of home, in spite of the direct cuts St. Oggs’ society serves. Locals decide that Maggie “must be very bold and hardened to wish to stay in a parish where she was so much stared at and whispered about” (502). Even Dr. Kenn encourages her to find a position elsewhere, as was her plan. Since no one nearby will hire her, she becomes governess to Dr. Kenn. That situation was dissolved, however, when the people of St. Oggs criticized Kenn for hiring Maggie. Their conjecture that Maggie’s relationship with her employer was not all proper cost Maggie her job.


Lucy, however, did not have any improper relationships. As with fashion, Eliot contrasts Maggie with Lucy. A proper young lady, and therefore unlikely to suffer a fall, Lucy takes pleasure from participating in the domestic arts. Eliot first portrays Lucy as a domestic icon in book five: “the neat little lady in mourning, whose light-brown ringlets are falling over the colored embroidery with which her finders are busy, is of course Lucy Dean” (363). Lucy would often “seat herself quietly at her embroidery” (369), or take up her embroidery (375), or look with “yearnings toward her unfinished embroidery” (300). She enjoyed this past time so much that she often had to prepare to “tear herself away” from her projects (418). These descriptions of Lucy mark an obvious contrast to Maggie, who does not sew because she loves to but because she feels obligated to help her family or provide for herself.


Even though she is providing for her family, Maggie’s labors contribute to her fall. One instance, later recalled in the minds of those critical of Maggie, is when Maggie labors at the bazaar. As she is experienced in sewing male clothing, Maggie is placed in charge of that booth. The male attention her booth generates, however, soon made her seem “very conspicuous” to the other female attendees (312). Eliot writes that her labors “threw a very strong and unmistakable light on her subsequent conduct in many minds then present” (312). Had she sold embroidered handkerchiefs or reticules, perhaps she may not have received such notice from the male population. But, as her talents lay in other areas, she contributed where she was asked. Garnering so much male attention as a result of her labor, part of the condition real shirt-makers and seamstresses faced, generated more criticism after her fall.

Labor in Mary Barton
Gaskell’s novel explored the Victorian belief that labor weakened a woman’s character. This belief is illustrated by the lives of the many female characters in this novel, all of whom pursue different types of occupations. In reality, the industrial revolution pulled poor women outside of their homes and into the factories. In fiction, novels like Mary Barton offer an investigation into the causes and effects of this revolution on the working poor. The conditions for factory women in the 1830s and 40s were miserable. According to a March 15, 1844 parliamentary debate transcript, mill owners used female labor to increase their profits: “the small amount of wages… paid to women acts as a strong inducement to the mill-occupiers to employ them instead of men” (qtd. in  in Helsinger, Sheets and Veeder 122). Women worked 15 ½ hours a day, with a one-hour break, and were exposed to “insufferable toil at half the wages” of males (Helsinger, Sheets, and Veeder 123). The conditions for seamstresses were no better. In an 1843 Parliamentary Commission, an anonymous dressmaker testified to the “grueling hours and unhealthy conditions of their work in London” (Helsinger, Sheets and Veeder 323). At times, dressmakers worked for 20 hours, with 15-minute breaks for meals. The workplace was extremely “hot and oppressive” and the witness testifying said that her health frequently suffered from the labor (Helsinger, Sheets and Veeder 324). In addition, the dressmaker’s sight suffered. Another witness worked 20 hours out of 24 for three months straight. Needless to say, her health was affected as well. The commission found that “the general result of long hours and sedentary occupation is to impair seriously and very frequently to destroy the health of the young woman” (Helsinger, Sheets and Veeder 325).  The seven-day chair bound lifestyle caused women to suffer from cramps in their sides, poor digestion, and poor circulation in the hands and feet. In fact, women frequently fainted after their long hours of labor, “the stimulus or excitement which had sustained them having ceased” (Helsinger, Sheets, and Veeder 325).

   The idea in Mary Barton that being a seamstress was a more acceptable occupation for a woman than being a factory worker mirrored the Victorian mindset. Gaskell’s readers would have been shocked had Mary worked in a factory: “the idea of a woman having to work in a factory would be disturbing; a revelation of the conditions would be horrifying” (Alexander 37). An unsigned review of the novel in the Nov. 25, 1848 issue of The Economist neglected to dub it horrifying, but the author did suggest its contents were “depressing” (Eason 78). The author claimed that readers were impressed with a “most melancholy, nay, appalling picture of the lives of the operatives in Manchester” because the novel presented circumstances that were too truthful (Easson 78). Author Maria Edgeworth, famous for Castle Rackrent, also called the novel “melancholy.” She wrote that Gaskell’s book painted “too true [a] picture of the miserable state of the poor in the factories at Manchester” (Eason 88). Gaskell was also criticized by numerous reviewers who felt her portrait of Manchester life unfair or inaccurate. Manchester born English essayist William Rathbone Gregg wrote that Mary Barton was “calculated, we fear, in many places, to mislead the minds and confirm and exasperate the prejudices, of the general public on one hand, and of the factory operatives on the other” (Gregg 403). Gaskell wrote, in a late 1848 letter to personal friend Mary Ewart, that the novel was as truthful as it could be: “I can only say I wanted to represent the subject in the light in which some of the workmen certainly consider to be true, not dare say it is the abstract absolute truth” (Easson 83).  Since sewing was associated with the traditional female roles of wife and mother it was linked more with the home and was therefore less threatening (Alexander 30). Gaskell’s placement of Mary in a respectable dress shop was no accident; most women could sew, and therefore relate to Gaskell’s heroine. By encouraging her readers to relate to Mary, Gaskell was allowing them to see her in a different light. Perhaps she was not that fallen after all. 

Yet the low wages and poor working conditions were only part of what Victorian society disliked about female labor. They saw the woman’s shift from the home to the workplace as a threat to their society’s standards. Women were “more vital to society than ever before, as the sole preservers of human values which found no place in the modern world of work,” suggests Helsinger, Sheets, and Veeder (109). Victorians felt that a woman was needed at home, and her absence damaged those around her. Being “withdrawn from all their domestic duties… annihilates, all the arrangements and provisions of domestic economy…the house and children are deserted; the wife can do nothing for her husband and family; she can neither cook wash, repair clothes, or take charge of the infants” (Helsinger, Sheets, and Veeder 124).  Because she was neglecting her duties, often to provide for her family, the working woman was judged harshly. She was thought to be “poisoning the very sources of order and happiness and virtues,” and therefore threatening “national security” (Helsinger, Sheets, and Veeder 124). Even female advocates spoke out against female labor. Charlotte Elizabeth Tonna penned several religious stories and fictional accounts of workingwomen, and writes: “We assert the unalienable right of women to preside over her own home, and to promote the welfare of her own family”(qtd. in  in Helsinger, Sheets, and Veeder 124). As industry grew, demand grew as well. According to Valverde, “working-class women came to be not only exploited but also morally regulated” (Valverde 169). These women were “often seen as causing both their own misfortunes and urban problems generally — by not being thrifty, by having too many children, by not knowing how to keep their homes and children clean, and, last but not least, by wasting money on showy clothes and being immoral” (Valverde 169).

There are two types of labor Gaskell touches upon in her novel.
 The first is the factory worker. At the novel’s beginning, Gaskell describes a group of factory girls passing by Green Heys Fields as “loud-talking” and having a “buoyant step” (7). At first glance, these words may paint a portrait of a happy group of friends walking through a field. But if the reader analyzes the text in the context of proper decorum for young maidens during Gaskell’s time, the negative connotations of these descriptive phrases are easy to see. 

According to a popular advice manual, The Habits of Good Society: A Handbook for Ladies and Gentleman, a woman should never be loud: “She should walk gently… not talking loud to anyone as she goes” (808). In addition, the editor of this guidebook cautions, “loud talking, &c., are doubly ill-mannered” (896). Young ladies who walked with a “buoyant step” also showed poor manners. When greeting others, the proper young woman should not “rush,” and in walking “the feet should be moderately turned out, the steps should be equal, firm, and light” (810). A woman’s character was noted by her gait, and the “short, rapid steps, the shaking the body from side to side… are to be deprecated” (810). Gaskell’s opening scene characterizes these young girls as having lower characters because they work. Furthermore, Gaskell paints an interesting portrait of these girls by describing them as classical on the surface, but irregular underneath. She writes that these girls had “dark hair, neatly and classically arranged dark eyes, but sallow complexions and irregular features” (6). Like their features, these female factory workers were irregular-- mostly because they differed from the established expectations for the mid-nineteenth century female—and their faces displayed the impact of their labor.

Esther also worked in a factory. An independent female was not a popular figure during Gaskell’s time. Women who worked were able to provide for their own needs, and therefore became independent. These women were deemed as having dubious characters, because they rejected the traditionally accepted provision and guidance offered by a strong male presence. Esther, for example, had the means to leave her sister’s home for a boarding house when criticized for her dress: “Don’t trouble yourself, John, I’ll pack up and be off now, for I’ll never stay to hear myself called as you call me” (9). No longer reliant on a man, Esther sets off into the world to fend for herself, and suffers because of her poor choice. Her brother-in-law, John Barton, surmises that this independence was the result of her factory job. When in abundance, he said, work offered girls the ability to “maintain themselves” (9). Yet this financial freedom allowed previously controlled females the ability to flout society’s conventions, and in doing so many women were thought to have a low character. Barton sees the result of this freedom in the life of his daughter, Mary. When he begins to show a stronger interest in guiding her conduct, he creates tension in his household: “she [Mary] had been so remarkably free from all control, and almost from all inquiry regarding her actions, that she did not brook this change in her father’s behaviour very well” (127). It is at this point in the novel that John Barton recognizes the physical similarities between Mary and her aunt Esther— Gaskell writes that their “very bodily likeness seemed to suggest the possibility of a similar likeness of fate” (127) — so he begins to take a more active role in deciding how his daughter spends her free time. Mary does indeed act as Esther might, by meeting with Harry Carson and allowing him liberties such as kissing her hand and walking her home. 

Barton’s disdain of women who work outside the home becomes painfully real when he realizes that his daughter, Mary, must work. His plan is to gain her an apprenticeship to a dressmaker, a more acceptable occupation for a woman who must work outside the home. It is Mary who ends up finding the position, but she is aware that she must not seek employment in a factory. Again and again, the reader is made privy to Barton’s thoughts about female factory workers. Mary was aware that her father had “never left off disliking a factory life for a girl, on more accounts than one” (25). As a factory worker himself, Barton would have been aware of the conditions his daughter would face. When discussing the evils of factory work with family friend Jane Wilson, Mary again shares her father’s thoughts on the issue: “Father does not like girls to work in factories” (121). Barton’s sentiment echoes the nineteenth-century mindset on the issue. Society assumed that women who worked outside the home “abandoned any feeling for their families” and had “low moral standards” (Alexander 29). As Mrs. Barton had passed away, all domestic duties fell to Mary, and her father understood what effect Mary’s labor would have on his household. The reader can be sure that Mr. Barton’s experience with Esther influenced his viewpoint that a woman who works outside the home has lower morals, yet it is interesting to note that, to Barton, one trade is more acceptable than another. Gaskell uses Barton’s views on female labor as a reflection of society’s views, as well as to suggest that some forms of female labor are acceptable.

As a minor character, Gaskell doesn’t characterize Jane Wilson much, but the effects of her job as a factory worker affected her health as much as it did Margaret. Before her accident, Barton recalls her “looking as fresh and likely a girl as e’er a one in Manchester” (89). Jane is young, full of life, and ready for marriage. Yet while working in a factory she caught her “side again a wheel” just before her wedding to George (89). These sorrowful circumstances, a consequence of working, damage her future home life. She walked to the altar as unlike a typical blushing bride as possible, “all pale and limping,” her face “white as a sheet” (89). When unburdening her heart to Mary about her husband’s death, Jane recalls her state at her wedding: “did you ever hear what a poor creature I were when he married me?” (120). Jane continues with a reverie about how unprepared she was for married life: “I had been in a factory sin’ five years old a’most, and I knew nought about cleaning, or cooking, let alone washing and such like work” (120). This lack of preparation, as it was considered damaging to the home, was a source of discussion for Parliament. Again, the March 15, 1844 debate describes the tendency for working women to come to their marriages unprepared: “She knows nothing but mill and bed; can neither read, write, knit, nor sew” (Helsinger, Sheets, Veeder 122-23). In fact, the day after her wedding, her husband George asks for a specific meal. Having spent her entire life in a factory, Jane cannot even boil a potato. She cries and admits that she made “many a blunder after” (121). Jane admits that she knows nine men who have “been driven to th’public-house by having wives as worked in factories” (121). The danger of the working woman to the household is made clear in Wilson’s narrative: a woman leaves her children in childcare, leaves the house dirty and cold, and so her husband strays, and “soon finds out gin shops, where all is clear and bright, and where th’fire blazes cheerily, and gives a man a welcome as it were” (121). 

The effect of a woman’s absence from the home on her children during this time period was significant: “a woman’s absence from her family did substantially affect her infant’s chances for survival” (Helsinger, Sheets, Veeder 131). Left with uneducated caretakers, the malnourished and cast off babies of the poor were not raised properly. Mothers were often unable to breast feed their children, which caused the mother pain and the child poor health. In addition, the widespread use of opium preparations to calm down babies often led to drugged and poisoned children (Helsinger, Sheets, Veeder 131). And the idea that the child had no moral guidance, because the woman in charge of that guidance was working instead of keeping house and tending to her family’s needs, played a part in the rearing of what were thought to be more immoral poor. Alice Wilson, an almost saintly character who believes that women should not work, suggests politicians make a law prohibiting poor females to work in factories. Wilson brings her argument to the highest class of people in England, the royal family:

I say it’s Prince Albert as ought to be asked how he’d like his missis to be home when he comes in, tired and worn, and wanting some one to cheer him; and maybe, her to come in by-and-by, just as tired and down in th’mouth; and how he’d like for her never to be at home to see to th’cleaning of his house, or to keep a bright fire in his grate. Let alone his meals being all hugger-mugger and comfortless. I’d be bound, prince as he is, if his missis served him so, he’d be off to a gin-palace, or summut o’that kind. So why cant he make a law again poor folks’ wives working in factories? (121) 

Alice’s description of the working wife as “tired” and “down in th’mouth” and keeping a dirty and dark house suggest that this wife is not seeing to the needs of her family, and is essentially less moral because she is driving her husband to a life of immorality, represented by his pursuit of a happier and cleaner place: the gin house. Alice Wilson raises a question that was currently in debate during the 1840s. In a May 3, 1844 transcript of a Parliamentary debate, one liberal MP suggests that the only way to protect women is to “exclude them from factories altogether,” but he prompts negative reaction from “industrialist employers and working-class families” (Helsinger, Sheets, Veeder 126). There had been much debate about a bill that would limit a woman’s workday to ten or eight hours, but MPs didn’t seem yet to understand that women worked out of necessity. MP H.G. Ward, however, recognized this need: “it is not from a difference of nature that men and women and children toil during a long period of hours, but it is necessity that compels them to do so” (Helsinger, Sheets, Veeder 127). Many women recognized the need to work as well. A female social critic named Anna Jameson rejected the idea that “poor working conditions for needy women” were a “necessity of modern society” (Helsinger, Sheets, Veeder 127). Jameson wrote that many women “must live: to live she must work, and make her children work” (Helsinger, Sheets, Veeder 128). While legislation eventually did ease the suffering of working women, it never banned them from working. Eventually, more and more MPs recognized that working women were essential to the survival of the poor. 

The idea that work created lower morals in women and damaged the home is also present in Esther’s story. Because she worked, Esther seemed to have the ability to spend money carelessly. When the soldier she lived with outside of wedlock provided for her needs, like a lady she had an abundance of money to do with as she chose. When warning Jem of young Carson, Esther recalls that she didn’t understand the value of the money she earned: “Formerly I had earned it easily enough at the factory, as I had no more sensible wants, I spent it on dress and on eating” (161). The language Gaskell uses implies that earning money at a factory is easy. Yet in reality, conditions were so harsh that Esther’s labor must not have been pleasant. In retrospect, the folly of her actions is clear, but when her soldier leaves for Ireland, giving her £50, Esther had no concept that going back to work and opening her own business was the wrong thing to do. She tells Jem that she “might have done better with the money” (161). When her child falls ill, she could not take care of the shop and her daughter. This is another instance of how a woman’s job damages her home; in this case, Esther’s job as a store owner led to her daughter’s death and her sorry state as an alcoholic (161-62). Like most working mothers during this time period, Esther has a difficult time maintaining both her work and home life. “I could not mind my shop and her [Esther’s daughter] too,” (161), Esther says. When she finally learns her lesson, it is too late. Her daughter dies and she falls into prostitution. 

The second occupation Gaskell includes in her novel is sewing. Gaskell had first-hand knowledge of the seamstress’ plight. In a letter to Dickens, who was also concerned with the welfare of the poor, Gaskel wrote of a sixteen-year-old girl turned prostitute. “Pasley” was an orphan, apprenticed to an Irish dressmaker who lost her business. The girl was then 14, and sent to a less-reputable dressmaker, who “connived the girl’s seduction by a surgeon” (47). Pasley’s circumstances were miserable, and she fell into prostitution and theft as a last resort, but it is evident she had an advocate in Gaskell. This girl, Gaskell writes, “had a wild, wistful look in her eyes, as searching for kindness she has never known” (Hellerstein, Hume, Offen 47). That same look appears in Esther’s eyes, too.

For Mary, however, if it must be endured, employment should be undertaken at a respectable establishment. Finding a reputable place for his daughter to work is so important that Barton is willing to apprentice Mary to a dressmaker for two years with no pay. Miss Simmons’ shop was “in a respectable little street” (27) and therefore fit Barton’s criteria. He would have been well aware of circumstances like Pasley’s, and did not want his child to suffer a similar fate. The idea of honest work, as opposed to factory work, was worth financial sacrifice. Early in the novel, Barton explains his preference for Mary to perform honest work as opposed to being a lady of leisure. He tells George Wilson that Esther offered to make Mary a lady someday: “I could not stand such talk as that to my girl, and I said ‘Thou best not put that nonsense i’th’girl’s head…I’d rather see her earning her bread by the sweat of her brow, as the Bible tells her she should do… then be like a do-nothing lady’” (10). However, honest work at a respectable establishment didn’t guarantee a woman would maintain a high moral character. The readers learn this truth when they see Mary interact with Mr. Carson on her walks home from Miss Simmons’, who tends to call her female workforce “her young ladies” (27). The ideals behind these beliefs are complex; being a lady, to Barton, is linked to idleness and thus to having a poor character, and conversely, being a working woman, to middle-and-upper class society, is connected to having a poor character because it removed women from the protection of the home. Barton’s dislike toward the higher classes is evident throughout the novel. When pondering appropriate work for his daughter Mary, he refuses to consider allowing her to go into service. “Besides,” Gaskell writes, “ with his feelings towards the higher classes, he considered domestic servitude as a species of slavery; a pampering of artificial wants on the one side, a giving up of every right of leisure by day and quiet rest by night on the other” (26). It seems unfair, but it is realistic. In a Nov. 30, 1848 unsigned review of Mary Barton printed in The Sun, the author connects Mary’s “ambitious desire of becoming a wealthy ‘lady’” to a blindness of “the man she really loves, and the worthlessness of the ‘gentleman’ who is deceiving her” (Eason 80). Therefore, even though Mary has a respectable career, it doesn’t protect her from the consequences working brings. 

Whether or not a place of employment was respectable, however, did not protect a woman from suffering as a result of employment. Mary’s friend Margaret spends her time sewing, sometimes for no remuneration. It is during a shared late-night sewing session that Margaret reveals her fears that she is going blind to Mary. She exclaims, “what would become of grandfather and me? Oh, God help me, Lord help me!” (48). Nearly fifty pages later, Margaret loses her sight. Her loss is the direct result of taking in the type of sewing that will earn her the most money: sewing black garb for mourners. Margaret explains her logic to Mary: “Plain work pays so bad, and mourning has been so plentiful this winter, that I were tempted to take in any black work I could; and now I’m suffering from it” (49). Mary suggests that Margaret’s actions are foolish, yet Margaret has few options. Gaskell hints that Mary might suffer a similar fate later in the novel, when the reader sees her sewing mourning cloth: “she sat sadly at her sewing, trying to earn a few pence by working over hours at some mourning” (129).

Engaging in a public singing career is the sole option left to Margaret. This occupation is not necessarily proper, but one that will provide for Margaret and her grandfather. After her debut at “The Mechanics Institute,” a place for lower-class laborers to meet for educational and leisure purposes (404), Margaret gains the courage to tell her grandfather about the sorry state of her eyes. He cries, and then exclaims “Damn yo!” (95). While understandable, his reaction shows his disappointment and frustration. His granddaughter shouldn’t have to work at all. And the further consequences to Margaret’s character can be seen in Mary’s prediction of her future: “thou’lt become as famous, maybe, as that grand lady fra’London” (96). Gaskell has already introduced the danger to working class women who aspire to be ladies through Barton’s reaction to Esther’s aspirations. The danger also takes the form of Barton’s fear that Mary will follow in Esther’s pursuit of becoming a lady and suffer a similar moral fall. While Margaret and Mary may not see this connection, Margaret’s grandfather surely does.

Esther also grows aware of the connection between labor and a fall. Gaskell develops a parallel between Mary and her aunt to illustrate the dangers working women face and to show how easy it is to fall into circumstances that will damage your character. When Esther learns of Mary’s occupation, she fears for her niece and tells Jem that “it’s a bad life for a girl to be out late at night in the streets” (162). After all, Esther would know. Barton, aware of Esther’s fate, wished Mary were “not so like her aunt, for the very bodily likeness seemed to suggest the possibility of a similar likeness in their fate” (127). In addition to the dangers of being out at night after work, Esther suggests that the danger of succumbing to the temptation for a little fun is significant: “After many an hour of weary work,” Esther says, “they’re ready to follow after any novelty that makes a little change” (163). To Mary, that novelty is personified by young Carson. Esther, a former factory worker herself, would have a good idea of the types of people Mary would encounter. Author Jenni Calder writes that factory girls “tended to become the legitimate prey of the masters” (72). While not the prey of Mr. Carson himself, Mary does become the prey of his son. “Prostitution figures are very unreliable,” Calder writes, “because it is difficult to disentangle casual prostitution, which a girl in a respectable occupation like millinery, Mary Barton’s occupation, might engage in when desperate, from professional prostitution” (72). Victorians, even those like fallen Esther, tended to suspect any woman who worked was in danger of falling into an immoral lifestyle.

And Ester’s fears are justified, for it is precisely after work when Mr. Carson approaches Mary. Esther observes that Mary was “lighthearted, and pleased with his attentions” on her walks home (163). Mary, it seems, had been sorely tempted by the idea of marrying Carson and becoming a lady. Here the reader sees another parallel between Esther and Mary, and another instance of how Esther’s desire to see Mary a lady would lower Mary’s morals. Gaskell writes that Mary is “ambitious and did not favour Mr. Carson the less because he was rich and a gentleman. The old leaven, infused years ago by her aunt Esther, fermented in her little bosom, and perhaps all the more, for her father’s aversion to the rich and gentle” (81). Barton’s “aversion” to the rich in this quote again characterizes that class as having lesser morals. After rejecting Jem Wilson as a lover, Mary dreams of becoming Mrs. Harry Carson. Carson, however, is not a true gentleman. He “let scarcely a day pass without contriving a meeting with the beautiful little milliner” (81). Mary, however, soon realizes that it is wrong to spend this time with Carson. Gaskell writes that “there was something crooked in her conscience… it was wrong to meet him at any time” (90). Mary’s ability to discern that this relationship is wrong shows that she does have a higher character than the stereotypical Victorian fallen woman. Carson becomes infatuated with Mary to the point of contriving a clandestine meeting with her, truly the mark of a cad. And, after realizing that her affections lie with Jem, and that she must face Carson once more to end their affair, she tells Sally “It was very wrong… keeping company with him at all” (134). Gaskell use of words like “crooked” and “wrong” suggest that Mary knows her trysts are improper. She is very near to falling into that doubtful moral character of many of her co-workers, but Mary is lucky enough to escape such a fate.

Mary’s job as a seamstress placed her in circumstances that nearly brought her to ruin. In chapter 11, aptly titled “Mr. Carson’s Intentions Revealed,” the reader is shown how the temptations a working girl faces can lead to her downfall. When she rejects Carson, Gaskell shows the reader that Mary’s lover never intended to marry her: “I thought we could be happy enough without marriage” (137). Unlike Esther, however, Mary could never accept such a relationship. In realizing she had been in danger of becoming an immoral woman, she tells Carson “if I had loved you before, I don’t think I should have loved you now you have told me you meant to ruin me… I scorn you, sir, for plotting to ruin a poor girl” (138). It is interesting to note Harry’s admission, “after all, my mother was but a factory girl” (137) was his way of justifying his offer of marriage to Mary, but was not enough to justify a second proposal. Carson tells Sally that he won’t  “offer her the same terms again” (139). Gaskell uses his comments to show the lack of morals Harry Carson has. Tthese comments show the effect of being raised by a factory girl himself, and confirm Barton’s views that the rich are immoral.

 Another temptation that threatened to weaken the character of a working girl was the bad influence of her co-workers. Mary’s co-workers were no exception. When they found out that Harry Carson had been murdered, they did not comfort Mary. Instead, they sympathized with Carson: “‘That’s what I call regular jilting,’ said a third [co-worker]. ‘And he lying cold and bloody in his coffin now!’” (219). Their comments are actually an attack on Mary for refusing Carson’s suit. They felt that Mary’s denial of Harry Carson was a bad decision. Instead of comforting her for what was a shocking loss, Mary’s co-workers give her “upbraiding speeches” (225) on the subject.

Sally Leadbitter, also a seamstress, is not a good influence on Mary, and she doesn’t hide her opinion of Mary’s relationship with Carson. Gaskell writes that Sally looked at Mary “almost accusingly, and made no secret now of Mary’s conduct… blamable to her fellow-workwomen” (219). Sally is not a true friend. Esther recognizes this danger early in the novel when she follows Mary home from work to ensure her safety. Sally is one companion that Esther “never could abide” because she felt sure Sally was “at the bottom of some mischief” (163). Esther also characterizes Sally as “bold” (163), emphasizing earlier comments by Gaskell, who first introduces Sally by writing of her “witty boldness” (90). Gaskell also refers to Sally as “unabashed” (134) and “vulgar-minded to the last degree” (90). At the precise time it dawns on Mary that meeting Carson is wrong, Gaskell makes obvious what she had been hinting at: Mary’s co-worker is a bad influence. Gaskell writes that Sally had “just enough talent to corrupt others” and that her “nature was an evil influence” (91). Sally, in essence, sold Mary out, for Carson paid her well to arrange meetings, persuade his suit, and share what little she knew of Mary’s heart. Gaskell writes that Sally was “lightly principled” (91); in fact, she even proposes that Caron visit Mary while Mr. Barton is away. She asks, “have you never heard what other girls do and think no shame of?” (93). This comment solidifies Gaskell’s characterization of Sally as immoral. In addition to being a gossip (217), and cruel and accusing (219), Sally lies. On the evening of Carson’s proposal, Sally tells Miss Simmons that her mother is ill (133) and leaves work early. When acting out her part in the plot to unite Carson and Mary, Sally arrives at Mary’s house. Sally partly reveals her motives for visiting: “‘It’s so difficult to get any comfortable talk at Miss Simmons’, I thought I’d just step up and see you at home.’ ‘I understood from what you said, your mother was ailing, and that you wanted to be with her,’ replied Mary” (134). Having caught her in this lie, Sally provides a likely excuse and says that her mother is feeling better. Later in this scene, Sally practically drags Mary in a “steady grasp… which she could not evade without an absolute struggle” to meet with Carson in an alley (135). Gaskell provided ample reason to suggest this co-worker was not an upright girl. 

Fashion in Mill on the Floss

Fashion in the 1860s moved away from the gauzy, thin muslin look of dresses to the bell-shaped figure draped with heavy fabrics. At first, a crinoline consisted of many layers of fabric worn under the dress. As time progressed, instead of layers of petticoats, women wore a caged crinoline, “an apparatus that looked like an inverted, cone-shaped trellis designed for a rather large creeping plant” (Pool 214). These cages were awkward, and so they eventually changed into the bustle. As Mill on the Floss was published in 1860, Eliot would have been aware that the crinoline was essential to most women, regardless of class: “The infatuation [with the crinoline] has spread from the palace to the private house; thence even to the cottage. Your lady’s maid must now needs have her crinoline, and it has even become an essential to factory girls” (Carleton 188). Whether or not a young woman wore a crinoline, she was taught to dress properly. Failure to do so led to harsh judgment from those around her: “For young … English girls of the middle and upper classes, schooling in comportment and dress formed an integral part of their upbringing. The advice manuals decreed that … the appearance of the young girl should be appropriate to her station in life” (Hellerstein, Hume, and Offen 96). Maggie’s appearance in Mill certainly does follow her station in life, and, unlike Gaskell’s female characters, it is Maggie’s rejection of, instead of love of, fashion, which leads her to a moral fall. As working women were “often criticized for not desiring fashion enough” (Valverde 183), Maggie was trapped in a contradiction. 


Fashion first enters Eliot’s novel in the form of Lizzy, Mrs. Moss’ child. As Maggie’s cousin, and of the Tulliver line, seven-year-old Lizzy belongs to Maggie’s poorer relations. Maggie’s father, Mr. Tulliver, looks kindly at “the little figure in the soiled pinafore” (81). As they were pinned on the front to protect the clothing beneath, pinafores would often get dirty. It is natural to assume that Lizzy’s pinafore would get dirty; the Mosses live in the country. Yet the word Eliot uses to describe Lizzy’s apron is “soiled,” which has a metaphoric meaning as well. Because Mrs. Moss disregarded her brother’s wishes by marrying Mr. Moss, her life has been soiled in a way. Deeply in debt to her brother, the Moss children suffer as well. While Eliot does not delve into the history or future of Lizzy’s life, she provides enough detail for the reader to understand the poor economic situation in which the Mosses find themselves. Mrs. Moss’ defiance of her brother’s will leads, in this case, not to a moral fall but to an economic fall. When calling on his sister’s family to claim the debt they owe, he reiterates his opinion on the Mosses’ union: “I was against it from the first; but neither of you listen to me” (82). A poor farmer, with eight children to feed, Mr. Moss is hardly able to raise the £300 he owes his brother-in-law.

The Dodson family is, in many ways, the opposite of the Tulliver family. While the Tullivers are proud, they are also informal and loving. The Dodsons’ pride is matched by their selfish and excessively judgmental treatment of each other. Their strict adherence to established rules caused “an utter inability to question themselves and a correlative habit of questioning everybody else” (Ermath). It is in “To Garum Firs” that the reader first sees Maggie’s resistance to proper clothing. While her mother is dressed in her “visiting costume, with a protective apparatus of brown Holland as if she had been a piece of satin furniture in danger of flies” (83), Maggie fidgets, in clear discomfort. Maggie was “frowning and twisting her shoulders, that she might if possible shrink away from the prickliest of tuckers” (83). It seems as if the “correct appearance and behavior for little girls is already established, too rigidly for the internal, individual imperatives Maggie feels” (Ermath). It is understandable that a ruffle stitched to the neck of a gown might irritate a child, but Maggie’s rejection of fashion early in her life would lead to her rejection of other types of conventions.



There are two humorous, yet compelling examples of how Maggie rejects conventional fashion. The first is initiated by her mother. Mrs. Tulliver makes Maggie a dress from a piece of Mrs. Glegg’s older clothing, and induced Maggie to wear the “dyed silk frock” (60). But Maggie, “declaring that the frock smelled of nasty dye” basted it with the roast beef the “first Sunday she wore it” (60). Again, there are aspects of Maggie’s behavior that are understandable: the dress smelled and her brother made fun of how she looked in it. At the same time, Eliot writes that “it was a sin and a shame to buy anything to dress that child [Maggie], if it wasn’t a pair of shoes” (60). Because she connects the idea of sin and shame to dress, Eliot suggests that Maggie’s future will be full of ignominy. Another humorous example of Maggie’s rejection of fashion occurs when the Dodson relations criticize her hair. In an impetuous act, Maggie cuts her hair—as important an aspect of fashion as it is today. Maggie’s brother Tom, whose opinion she values dearly, said that her hair “made her look like an idiot, and it was too painful an idea to be readily forgotten” (105) In addition, Maggie’s dress had no sleeves, “only a cape and bonnet” and she was “not likely to make a favorable impression” on anyone she met” (106). A sleeveless dress, one cut from one of Mrs. Glegg’s old dresses, was out of fashion, and showed a little too much skin. Later in the novel, other young ladies notice Maggie’s dress. As a result of Tom’s comments regarding her dress and hair, Maggie is humiliated and runs away. 

With this act of impulsive naiveté, she plans to live with the gypsies and be their queen. When Maggie arrives at the gypsy camp, her dress is received differently from how it was at home. While certainly patronizing her, the gypsies offer an admiration of her dress that contrasts Tom’s repulsion. One gypsy says that Maggie wears “such a pretty bonnet and frock” (108). Maggie then shares her dislike of proper fashion with the girl: “‘I won’t want to wear a bonnet’ she said; ‘I’d rather wear a red handkerchief, like yours’” (109). Maggie rejects the bonnet, an item worn by all proper young ladies, in favor of the unconventional red kerchief—an item inappropriate for someone of her class. Gypsies were thought thieves, and highly immoral. The reader sees this viewpoint in Mr. Tulliver’s reaction to the man who brought Maggie back to him. Her return only places her back in the “constraining community she so desperately fled in the first place” (Fraiman 142). Her desire to identify with people characterized by their immorality shows that, even at an early age, Maggie was headed for a fall. 


Maggie’s hair is also indicative of her nature. Eliot writes of Mrs. Tulliver’s dislike of her daughter’s locks several times. Mrs. Tulliver feels her daughter’s hair is unruly and uncooperative—especially when she is attempting to curl it in the proper fashion. Eliot writes of the effect Maggie’s had on her face: “poor Maggie’s phiz, which nature seemed to have moulded and colored with the most decided intention” (33). And when Maggie chops her hair off, she makes it fall even more out of fashion and humiliates herself. Maggie even senses her hair is a disappointment to Mrs. Stelling, who is the wife of Tom’s tutor: “Mrs. Stelling, she [Maggie] felt, looked at her as if she thought her hair was very ugly because it hung down straight behind” (150).

As she grows, Maggie’s hair becomes slightly more fashionable. At thirteen, her hair is braided and coiled.Yet, like her nature, it is still unable to succumb to the proper fashion. After the loss of her father’s mill, one of her mother’s true joys is styling Maggie’s hair. Eliot writes that “she [Mrs. Tulliver] would still brush and carefully tend Maggie’s hair, which she had become reconciled to, in spite of its refusal to curl, now it was so long and massy” (277). Maggie’s hair is symbolic of her nature. Its refusal to become tame symbolizes her refusal to bow to convention. And, like many Victorian women who strove to be different, Maggie was doomed to fall

Almost a double standard to the modern mind, Maggie’s acquiescence to her mother’s desire for Maggie to have her hair decorated in a “coronet on the summit of her head after the pitiable fashion of those antiquated times” (294) is also an indication of her poor moral character. In giving in to the “vain decoration” which showed a “queenly head above her old frocks” (294), Maggie is giving in to vanity. And although she refused to glance in the mirror at what she considered vain decoration, this one aspect of fashion leads her to an attraction that will cause her fall. It is Stephen who, when he first meets Maggie, cannot hide his attraction to the “dark-eyed nymph with her jet-black coronet of hair” (376). Philip also worships Maggie’s hair. While spending time in the Red Deeps, Philip likens her to a god. Eliot writes that “the full, lustrous face, with the bright black coronet, looked down like that of a divinity well pleased to be worshipped, on the pale-hued, small-featured face that was turned up to it” (326). By allowing her mother to style her hair in a way that portrays Maggie as a regal figure, Mrs. Tulliver is setting her daughter up for failure. 

During one conversation with Philip, the reader sees just how deep an impression Maggie’s hair has on her friend. Maggie looks at a watercolor sketch of herself that Philip painted. The painting captured an image of Maggie as a child in Mr. Stelling’s study, waiting for her brother Tom. Maggie recalls her hair, limp and “hanging down behind her ears” and says that she remembers herself with her “hair that way, in that pink frock” (300). She realizes that she was, and is probably even now, like a gypsy (300). This glance into the past reminds the reader of Maggie’s unruly locks, and shows how deeply entrenched is her refusal to follow convention. The recollection gives her pleasure, and also gives the reader a clue to the nature of her character, for what proper young lady would like to be associated with a group of thieves?

In addition to hair, another aspect of fashion that alludes to Maggie’s fall is the contrast between Maggie and her relatives. Most obvious to the reader is the difference between Maggie and her cousin Lucy. Even at an early age, Lucy is described as “pretty and neat,” as “no accidents ever happened to her clothes” (86). The only accident to befall Lucy occurs when Maggie, jealous of the attention lavished on Lucy by Tom, pushed the “poor little pink-and-white Lucy into the cow-trodden mud” (101). Pink and white, as opposed to the red associated with Maggie, are appropriate colors for a young lady. Instead of wondering who pushed her down, all Lucy ponders is “the spoiling of her pretty best clothes and the discomfort of being wet and dirty” (101), like any proper young female child should do. One might question why Eliot would spend so much time on an imperfect character like Maggie. There are several reasons. If Lucy were the heroine of the novel, she would do nothing interesting. But more importantly, Eliot uses a flawed character to help the reader understand that we are all human and that no matter what mistakes we make we can find redemption. 

Almost perfect, Lucy’s thoughts mark a clear contrast between those of Maggie, whose thoughts can run from stormy to sunny in a second. Later in the novel, when a young adult, Lucy is described as “slight” and “aerial” and wearing “faultless drapery of silk and crepe” (372). These descriptions show that Lucy’s character doesn’t change. Clad in the finest cloth, she is, and stays, nearly flawless. In addition to clothing, Lucy’s hair is also always in fashion. To start, Lucy has blonde curls. Her curls are always “perfect,” and when visiting her cousin as a young lady, Maggie smiles and holds up “one of Lucy’s long curls, that the sunlight might shine through it” (371).


As Maggie truly loves her cousin, it would be difficult for Eliot to write a scene in which Maggie criticizes Lucy. Instead, Eliot uses Maggie’s review of a novel as an indirect way to do so. In “Another Love Scene,” Maggie tells Philip that she didn’t finish the book he lent. As soon as she realized the blonde lady would steal away the darker-haired girl’s lover, said Maggie, she stopped reading.  “I should begin to have a prejudice against them [blondes]. If you could give me some story, now, where the dark woman triumphs, it would restore the balance,” Eliot writes (332). In an obvious display of foreshadowing, Philip replies casually: “Well, perhaps you will avenge the dark women in your own person, and carry away all the love from your cousin Lucy” (332). Ironically, it is the dark-haired girl who will “win away all the love” from Stephen and make Lucy “miserable” (332). The color of her hair, then, as a mode of fashion, acts as a symbol of Maggie’s future actions.


One other contrast between Maggie and Lucy occurs in “Confidential Moments.” Lucy visits Maggie’s bedroom to discuss their musical evening in her “white dressing-gown” (385). As white is the color of innocence, as well as the fashionable color worn by most unmarried ladies, Lucy is wearing the perfect color. Maggie, however, wears a “pink cotton gown” (386). The color pink is made by combining the colors white and red, and as red is associated with passion, the color of Maggie’s gown is symbolic of her personality’s mix of passion and innocence. While Lucy can get away with wearing the color pink, because her character holds no hint of passion, Maggie cannot. The difference between the two fabrics of these gowns also illustrates the difference between the two classes—a dressing gown is slightly more fancy than a gown of simple cotton.


As a young adult facing the harshness of the world, Maggie’s clothing changes. When attending her ill father, her dress color matches the mood of the scene. She is wearing a “brown frock” (235). When she is meditatively roaming the Red Deeps, her gown is “old” and can be seen through “an hereditary black silk shawl of some wide-meshed net-like material,” which she removes once she is sure that she will be “unseen” (299). Maggie is not ashamed of the material, but feels such conventional constraints unnecessary. The fact that Maggie removes the shawl, when she knows that it should be worn, shows that Maggie knows she should wear it, but chooses not to. 

When Maggie is slightly older, and visiting Lucy between situations, she is again clad in older gowns. Lucy remarks: “I can’t think what witchery it is in you, Maggie, that makes you look best in shabby clothes” (372). While on the surface, this comment seems insulting; however, it is made by Lucy, who is nothing but good natured. Shabby clothes do indicate, however, the type of woman who does fall. Most fallen women during the 1860s were not garbed in fancy cloth. Lucy furthers this idea with her next comment: “But do you know, last night I was trying to fancy you in a handsome, fashionable dress, and do what I would, that old limp merino would come back as the only right thing for you” (372). As this type of wool was very common in England, and still is today, it is easy to understand how Lucy would identify her cousin with clothing made from a common type of fabric. 

The lack of sleeves also hints at the idea of fallenness. At Lucy’s first evening party, Maggie wore short sleeves with black lace, as well as the “coronet” hairstyle. Her dress reflected not only her economic circumstances-- the fabric was harvested from one of Mrs. Glegg’s gowns-- but also how people would later view her character. Not only did she become the envy of several of Lucy’s peers who intended to emulate the shocking style, which showed a lot of skin, she also attracted the attention of the male guests, including Torry, who “fatigued his facial muscles more than usual” in order to get her attention (399). Another dress that distinguishes Maggie is the gown she wears at the bazaar. Eliot writes that Maggie is “clad in a white muslin of some soft-floating kind” and “appeared with marked distinction among the more adorned and conventional women around her” (429). Here, she is wearing white, yet muslin fabric was slightly out of fashion at the time. This quote distinguishes Maggie as unconventional, another clue that she would fall. Another unconventional fashion choice Maggie made relates to the gown she wore at the Park House dance. It is this evening that Stephen attempts to seduce Maggie by kissing her arm. On this night, Maggie wore a “simple black dress,” with “bits of black lace” (439). Black was not the proper color to wear unless in mourning or in employ as a teacher or governness. It set Maggie apart from her peers, who wore only white, cream, pale blue or pale yellow dresses. The black dress also attracted the wrong kind of attention. Her dress choice is also a factor when she chooses to go boating with Stephen. Then, she wears a “thin dress” (467), another unfortunate clothing choice given the amount of time she would wear it. 

Fashion in Mary Barton
Esther, the aunt-turned-prostitute in Elizabeth Gaskell’s Mary Barton, shows a fondness for finery. Like today, in the 1800s, a woman’s dress could suggest her character. This superficial method of judging others seems a part of human nature. Author Marian Valverde concludes that, in Gaskell’s world, “fashion was totally subordinate to, and was immediately translated into, the language of morality” (173). In the case of Esther, her love of fancy dress contributes to her descent into a life of prostitution. Nowhere is this connection more evident than when John Barton is discussing, or interacting with, his sister-in-law.

Gaskell uses Barton’s assumption about Esther’s less-than-appropriate behavior to suggest that her dress is a factor. When Barton meets Mr. Wilson on the footpath of the Green Heys Fields at the beginning of the novel, he conveys his wife’s fears to his good friend: “My mind is, she’s gone off with somebody. My wife frets and thinks she’s drowned herself, but I tell her, folks don’t care to put on their best clothes to drown themselves” (8). Barton’s logic does imply a certain common sense. Esther is not wealthy, and has no reason to soil her best clothes unless she is headed to church or to meet a beau. 

The rest of Barton’s remarks further develop the connection between fashion and character: “Mrs. Bradshaw where she [Esther] lodged, you know, says the last time she set eyes on her was last Tuesday, when she came downstairs, dressed in her Sunday gown, with a new ribbon in her bonnet, and gloves on her hands, like the lady she was so fond of thinking herself” (8). Again, Barton’s comments reflect the Victorian mindset that people tend to dress in their best clothes to attend religious services. Yet it is Tuesday, and Mrs. Bradshaw’s recollection of Esther’s garb gives Barton pause. Barton’s comments also allude to his resentment of Esther
 for trying to dress like a lady. Esther is young, poor, and works. She can never be a lady, but like the members of any class, people resent those who pursue a better life. Also important in his conclusion that she has run away with “somebody” (aka., a lover) is the new ribbon. Barton’s clan were not wealthy; the accumulation of even the slightest bit of finery was sure to be noticed. And perhaps Esther’s motives were to look special for a new beau. Yet are these observations alone enough to conclude that Esther has fallen into a life of sin?

According to Victorians, yes. In addition to dressing in her best clothes on a Tuesday, Esther worked in a factory. Barton recalls that she “spent her money in dress, thinking to set off her pretty face” (9). Esther was able to maintain a sense of independence even though she shared a home with her sister’s family. And her beauty was an asset she must have used to her advantage. While the Bartons survived, money was scarce. Barton’s comments suggest another reason for resentment. Why should Esther waste her money on silly fripperies like ribbons and bonnets when Barton struggled to put food on the table for his family? Esther doesn’t seem the type who would contribute much to her relatives’ financial coffers. Valverde suggests that the female proletariat were often “morally regulated,” and that by “wasting money on showy clothing” they were displaying lower morals (169). While she was working, she had been lodging with the Bartons. But after a disagreement with Barton over her clothing, Esther rented a room from Mrs. Bradshaw. Barton continues his conversation with Wilson by offering what turns out to be a prophetic commentary on fashion and fallenness: “Says I ‘Esther, I see what you’ll end at with your artificials and your fly-away veils… you’ll be a streetwalker’” (9). Barton’s comments present Victorian beliefs well. They suggest the frivolity of her purchases and foreshadow Esther’s future occupation, for she ends up in the career he predicts. According to The Habits of Good Society, “a love of dress, uncontrolled, stimulated by coquetry and personal vanity until it cancels every right principle, becomes a temptation first and then a curse” (178). In Esther’s case, this piece of wisdom becomes true.

Gaskell uses Barton to reinforce the Victorian ideal that the clothes create the character. While Esther’s character is judged by Barton, Gaskell links her career to her wardrobe early in the novel. Working women were commonly judged by how they dress: “Factory women… were often criticized for not desiring fashion enough and going about in tatters or even male dress, although the same women who were perceived as ‘unsexed’ while working in old trousers could be attacked for their leisure hours parades of finery” (183). Poor Esther! She was held to an unfair double standard. While Mary Barton is a bit didactic, on this point Gaskell tends to fall into the role of semi-objective journalist.
 Barton dislikes the fact that she works in a factory, going as far as to say his “Mary shall never work in a factory, that I’m determined on” (9).
 Political philosopher Friedrich Engels, in his The Condition of the Working Class in England, explored the myriad issues relating to factory work. In one case, “a witness in Leicester said that he would rather let his daughter beg than go into a factory; that they are the perfect gates of hell” (qtd. in  Hellerstein, Hume, and Offen 176). With the culture full of such strong sentiment, it’s no wonder that Gaskell has Barton object to Esther’s occupation. It’s almost as if Esther, through her use of fashion, is attempting to place herself higher than her peers, and in doing so puts herself on a pedestal from which she can only fall.

At Green Heys Fields, Barton does suggest that he’s “sorry enough for the girl [Esther], for bad’s come over her, one way or another” (12). And he was right. Because she is abandoned by her lover and unable to continue working to support her illegitimate and sickly child, she falls into a life of prostitution. Esther lives a desperate life. Her child dies, she is forced to sleep in doors and alleyways, and she longs for the month she spent in jail, where she had some semblance of stability. Gaskell writes that Esther’s month in jail wasn’t entirely unpleasant. She had served as somewhat of a model prisoner, received “good character” marks in the warden’s books, and had never suffered some of the punishments designed for those prisoners who do not conform to prison life. When she leaves, life has become desolate once more. The doors close on her security, and “in her desolation she felt as if shut out of home—from the only shelter she could meet with, homeless and penniless as she was on that dreary day” (158). Even in these circumstances, Gaskell reflects on Esther’s costume. And again, it is through the interaction with Barton that Gaskell illustrates the connection between fashion and fallenness. 

Gaskell sets the scene for the confrontation between Esther and Barton well. It’s nearly 11 o’clock, “unceasing, soaking rain was falling,” the light from the lamps barely reaches the street, “not a creature seemed stirring” and suddenly, Barton hears a step behind him. Esther touches his arm “very lightly,” a reference not only to her physical weakness but also her streetwalker name -- which the reader later learns is “butterfly” (124).
 Barton turns: “the woman who stood by him was of no doubtful profession. It was told by her faded finery, all unfit to meet the pelting of that pitiless storm the gauze bonnet, once pink, now dirty white; the muslin gown, all bedraggled, and soaking wet up to the very knees; the gay-coloured barege shawl,
 closely wrapped round the form” (124). At the beginning of the century, female dress was “filmy, gauzy, and virtually transparent” (Pool 213). As time progressed, however, dresses displayed the “bell-shaped figure” of the female form (214). By 1845, dresses were tighter, more conservative, and restricted a woman’s movement. Exposed skin was “restricted to the upper and middle classes. Working class women would never have revealed much flesh” (Thomas). But a streetwalker like Esther, who has always wanted to become part of that upper class, might emulate their tactics to get ahead. Earlier in the century, the “more daring [upper class women] damped down their chemises underneath for a more revealing effect” (Pool 214). Although in this instance Esther is the victim of a downpour and has donned plainer garb to speak with her brother-in-law, the idea of wearing a damp muslin gown provides fodder for Barton’s strong reaction. The storm, like the circumstances in Esther’s life, was pitiless, and sullied everything she wore. The combination of innocent white and passionate red once made Esther’s bonnet pink, but now it is dirty white, the color of a sullied bride. The profession of this woman, who Barton has yet to recognize, is obvious. It is her clothing which spells out her role as streetwalker. The bonnet, wet gown, and gay shawl are tell-tale indicators that her appearance, while pathetic, is meant to attract. 

It is that faded bonnet that leads to Esther’s discovery. Barton “pushed the bonnet back, and roughly held the face she would fain have averted … he saw at once the long-lost Esther” (124). It is true that Esther has been lost for a long time, but in two ways: not only has she been missing, she has lost her innocence. Barton is headed on a similar path. Much has occurred since last he saw his wife’s sister, and he is a changed man. Instead of the “forebearance” and understanding she seeks, Esther receives condemnation, much spurred by Barton’s disdain of her dress: “But most of all, he loathed the dress” (124). The word “loath” is not to be taken lightly. It is the harshest, and most appropriate choice Gaskell could have made to encapsulate Barton’s feelings. His predictions are confirmed, and he hates what he sees. Also repulsive to Barton are her sharp features, “glaring” face paint, and changed expression; yet it is her outfit which most disgusts him.

Barton’s disgust soon turns to violence. As he speaks, he “ground his teeth, and shook her with passion” (124). Barton’s actions show his anger. He reminds Esther of his cautionary words and mocks her: “Thee’ll maybe bethink thee o’some words I spoke… summit about streetwalkers; but oh no! thou are none o’them naughts; no one thinks thou art, who sees thy fine draggle-tailed dress, and thy pretty pink cheeks!” (125). In spite of Esther’s efforts to warn Barton of the danger her niece Mary was in, John continues to judge her character by the clothes she wears.

Esther’s confrontation with Barton, perhaps, teaches her a worthwhile lesson. Even though she donned the “plainest” dress she had it wasn’t enough to convince Barton to accept her. Gaskell is using this instance to show the reader that Esther is beginning to understand that what she wears has an impact on how she’s viewed. By dressing in plainer clothing, she is attempting to avoid Barton’s ire and gain his respect. Perhaps she is also attempting to hide evidence of her profession.

When she returns to his household for a visit with Mary, she pawns her showy streetwalker garb for a more conservative gown. Her clothes befitted “the wife of a working man, a black silk bonnet, a printed gown, a plaid shawl, dirty and rather worn to be sure” (236). Gaskell’s detailed description of this outfit provides a contrast to Esther’s former showy and inappropriate clothes. The once fallen woman is now, at least on the surface, part of a respectable class in society—and her clothes prove it. Yet even her attempt to be respectable doesn’t redeem her character. The clothes, like Esther, are still dirty and worn. 

Gaskell furthers the idea that clothing determined character through Esther’s observation of her costume in the mirror. It “had a sort of sanctity to the eyes of the street-walker as being the appropriate garb of that happy class to which she could never, never more belong” (236). She chose the dress of a “mechanic’s wife” and planned “to assume the manners and character” of one as well (237). Plain dress suggests more virtue, and Esther hoped her clothing choice lends her a respectable mien (Valverde 179). When she arrives at Barton’s house, Mary doesn’t recognize her. Instead of leading Esther to a higher social class, her love of clothing ultimately contributed to her loss of social status. She was only able to fool Mary by changing her wardrobe. Barton, in his own way, understood how the world worked. Esther, it seems, needed to learn on her own. 

Esther’s death does provide her with some redemptive value. Throughout her description of Esther’s clothing, at Esther’s death, Gaskell suggests that her character has somewhat changed. Jem and Mary both discover Esther at the same time: “‘It is Esther!’ exclaimed they, both at once. They rushed outside; and, fallen into what appreared simply a heap of white or light coloured clothes… the once innocent Esther” (392). Gaskell chose to clothe Esther in white or light-colored clothing. During the mid-nineteenth century, these colors indicated the idea of innocence. The color schemes of mid-nineteenth century fashion were muted. Softer, “more demure plain colors and small delicate dimity patterns helped to add a neat ladylike quality to gowns” (Thomas). Even though she is a prostitute, Esther still attempts to maintain somewhat of a lady-like style with her muslin gown and faded bonnet. White, ivory, pale yellow, sky blue, and pink seemed to be popular colors for proper young ladies at this point in time, yet colors that mirrored nature, like modest dark greens and browns were also in style (Chrisp 8). While it is obvious that white represented purity, it is interesting to note the reasons behind some of the other color choices. Blue was a popular choice for some women because the lighting in the 1890s was so yellow, and blue counteracted that light (Pool 214). As Esther spends most of her time outdoors, the reader never sees her wearing blue. The once-pink bonnet she wears is also indicative of her attempt at being a lady in terms of color, while reflecting the more conservative style of the era: “Wide hats, worn until the late 1830s, went out of fashion, giving way to narrow bonnets, tied under the chin, which covered the sides of a woman’s face” (Chrisp 8). When Barton seeks her face, he “pushed the bonnet back, and roughly held the face she would fain have averted, to the light” (124). By removing this implement of respectability, he is exposing her flaws to the light (in which there can be no darkness—a Biblical ideal with which Gaskell’s audience would have been familiar
). Had Gaskell ended her description of Esther here, the reader would have little idea of the change this streetwalker underwent.

While it was nearly inconceivable that Gaskell’s Esther be fully redeemed, Gaskell does hint that she had retuned to a place of innocence. “She had come,” Gaskell writes, “to see the place familiar to her innocence, yet once again before her death” (392). In the middle of this passage, Gaskell likens Esther to a wounded deer seeking a safe and comforting resting place. Jem and Mary lay her on her bed, her own safe place, a place where she had lain “an innocent girl” (392). Gaskell’s repetitive use of the word “innocent,” provides another link to fashion and character. While not entirely innocent-- hence the addition of the “lightly,” not white colored “clothing”—Gaskell illustrates the character of Esther in her dying state—she is forgiven by her loved ones (a Barton, if not John), and near innocence (both physically and metaphorically). 

To further the connection between Barton and Esther, Gaskell buries them together. They “laid her in one grave with John Barton” (392). While the stone is not named, it is inscribed with a significant verse: “For He will not always chide, neither will He keep His anger for ever” (392). On the surface, Psalm 103 v. 9 speaks of God’s anger toward sinners. Yet the reader only has to look a little deeper to see the significance of this quote in Barton and Esther’s relationship. Pslam 103 offers redemption and mercy to sinners and the oppressed. The Psalmist David writes that “as far as the east is from the west, so far hath he removed our transgressions from us” (King James Bible, Psalm 103:12). In death, Barton has found peace, and in finding peace, his anger toward his sister-in-law has diminished. No more is Esther judged—by Barton or the world—by what she wears. 

Mannerisms in Mill on the Floss

Eliot provides her readers with several mannerisms they would have used as clues to deduce that Maggie would become a fallen woman. Ermarth writes that Maggie’s “unruly manners… [were] all generally convincing her relatives that she was a ‘mistake of nature.’” One of the most obvious incorrect mannerisms Maggie displays is impatience. This trait accompanies Maggie throughout her life. Sometimes, Maggie’s impatience stems from her loving heart. For example, when Tom returns home from his studies at Mr. Stelling’s house, “Maggie jumped first on one leg and then on the other” (32) in anticipation of her brother’s company. In this case, Maggie’s impatience manifests itself physically. In the same scene, when Tom makes Maggie guess what he has in his pockets, Maggie struggles to play with Tom, saying that she “‘can’t guess’… impatiently” (34). And when in a hurry to rectify her unruly locks, she hands the scissors to Tom, telling him to “make haste” to cut them [her locks] all off (64). Maggie’s impatience is also evident at Mr. Stelling’s home, where she is in a hurry to learn Latin. When helping her brother with his studies, Maggie says, “C, e, u” while getting “impatient” (148). Throughout the novel, Maggie tries to follow the social mores that would caution her to reign in her impatience, but often fails.


As Maggie grows, this mannerism stays with her. In spite of her new-found outlook on life, Maggie allows herself the indulgence of secretly meeting with Philip. During one of their conversations in the Red Deeps, Maggie reflects on how their relationship effects her: “It has made me restless; it has made me think a great deal about the world; and I have impatient thoughts again” (335). It is in this comment that Eliot provides her readers a link between Maggie’s manners and her character. By secretly meeting with the son of her father’s enemy, Maggie is already showing a lack of virtue. Meeting any young man secretly would suggest this. Yet Maggie recognizes that her actions are deceptive, and that they evoke restless and impatient thoughts—thoughts she had once conquered by being virtuous.


One of the most obvious ways Maggie’s mannerisms make themselves known is through her actions. Throughout the novel, Maggie’s physical movement does not connote a composed and proper young lady. When explaining her book to Mr. Riley, young Maggie runs to snatch the book, jumps on a chair to reach it, and runs back. She whirls around while awaiting Tom’s return (29), pouts and writhes when uncomfortable in her clothes. In addition, she struggles with sitting still, which annoys her mother. While minor, these actions hint at her nature. A proper young Victorian lady walks gracefully, controls her excitement, and can most certainly sit still.


Another major action, however, stems not from impatience but from jealousy. Envious of the attention Tom lavishes on Lucy, who personifies the perfect young Victorian lady, Maggie “with a fierce thrust of her small brown arm, was to push poor little … Lucy into the … mud” (101). At this point in the story, Maggie is still very much a child. Yet even children can display their natures, and Maggie’s actions show a rash impulsivity that is inappropriate.


As she matures, her mannerisms seem to follow her emotions. Maggie’s impatience is often reflected in her actions. She rushes upstairs (202), and when scorning her mother’s concern for the loss of her material possessions, she bursts forth her anger and frustration. Eliot writes that “she ought to have learned better than those hectoring, assuming manners, by this time” (205). Maggie also frequently “bursts out” comments-- her defiance toward her relatives, who do little to help her family in their time of trouble, bear the brunt of one of her outbursts. Her fiery speech causes Mrs. Pullet to deem her bold and unthankful, and “worse than ever” (215). And when excited about books, Eliot writes that Maggie bursts out comments and rushes up to the table to see what books her Uncle Glegg had saved.


Later in the novel, when visiting Lucy, Maggie resolves to leave the gloomy thoughts of her previous school. As she does so, she “throws herself backward in her chair” (374). Her actions encourage others to call her bold: “there was something rather bold in Miss Tulliver’s direct opinion of all feminine judges, far below her cousin Miss Deane” (431). This boldness is only part of the reason her actions lead Tom to say that he loathes Maggie’s conduct later in the novel. 


In addition to her physical actions, Maggie is repeatedly called “naughty,” an early indication that she will fall. Eliot uses this characterization mostly when Maggie is a child. The first instance of the word naughty in Mill occurs when Maggie’s mother is attempting to curl her daughter’s hair. To sabotage her stylist’s efforts, Maggie dips “her head in a basin of water… in … vindictive determination” (27). Eliot’s word choice suggests that Maggie’s actions are consciously spiteful. Mrs. Tulliver responds to her daughter’s actions by asking: “What is to become of you if you’re so naughty?” (27). This question foreshadows the uncertainty of Maggie’s future. Later in the novel, while speaking with her sisters, Mrs. Tulliver again comments prophetically: “she’s a naughty child, as’ll break her mother’s heart” (68). 


Like her mother, Maggie’s brother deems his sister naughty. When he realizes that Maggie forgot to feed his rabbits, Tom calls Maggie a “naughty girl” three times in one scene, and, although she knows she isn’t naughty on purpose, Maggie does realize that she had been “naughty to her mother” (37) in the past. “Even as a child,” Napierkowski writes, “she does not fit the model of a proper girl: she is untidy, disobedient, hot tempered and highly intelligent.” Because she is such an emotional creature, Maggie has little control over her actions. She may know what is right and wrong, but she has little ability to follow her moral instincts. This inability provides the reader with another clue that by the end of the novel, Maggie may fall.


Mrs. Pullet is another family member who observes Maggie’s behavior in a critical manner. To Mrs. Pullet, Maggie is “naughty” and “awkward” (60). At a later visit, Maggie and her brother are sent to their aunt’s kitchen to eat for their roles in Lucy’s spill in the mud. Eliot writes that the “two naughty children were to have their [dinner] in an ignominious manner in the kitchen” (102). Mrs. Tulliver later seeks her “naughty children” to speak with them (103). And when Maggie is returned from her brief stay with the gypsies, and receives the silent treatment from her family members, she wondered if “her conduct had been too wicked to be alluded to” (115). As she is a child, Eliot’s use of the word “naughty” to characterize Maggie is appropriate. Yet its repetitiveness stresses a side of Maggie’s nature that suggests her tendency toward misbehavior is a major character trait.


As Maggie ages, Eliot’s language moves from the world “naughty” to more sophisticated criticism of Maggie’s behavior. For example, Mrs. Pullet foreshadows more trouble for her sister when she says Maggie is “beyond everything for boldness and unthankfulness” (215). In addition to the matured language of criticism, Maggie’s “naughtiness” has matured. Even though she is aware that meeting Philip is wrong, she continues an innocent love affair with him. Eliot describes the impact her actions have: “She was losing the simplicity and clearness of her life by admitting a ground of concealment” (325). Allowing herself to hide her relationship with Philip confuses her. She knows that she is disobeying her father and Tom, yet she struggles to find fault in love. Eventually, she realizes her error: “She was disobeying her father’s strongest feelings and her brother’s express commands, besides compromising herself by secret meetings” (340). Unfortunately, this first compromise leads to others. Ermarth writes that it is Maggie’s “sense of being continually ‘wrong’ and her need to measure up to standards not her own, that encourages” her disastrous experiences.


Another way Eliot uses manners to characterize Maggie as a fallen woman is to compare her with the other female characters in the novel. Like Maggie, Mrs. Moss (a Tulliver) is “too impulsive to be prudent” (222). There is a reason why Maggie feels a special kinship with this aunt—they are similar in manner and temperament. In addition, as the novel progresses, Maggie finds herself in the same economic class as the Mosses, which establishes a stronger link between the two.


In contrast to Maggie, Lucy displays nothing but the most proper mannerisms. Mrs. Tulliver compares Maggie to her cousin in chapter four of the first book: “And there’s Lucy Dean’s such a good child, -- you may sit her on a stool, and there she’ll sit for an hour together, and never offer to get off” (43). Maggie is unable to sit still in an uncomfortable dress for a few minutes. Mrs. Tulliver, in her praise of her niece, even concludes that she loves Lucy as her “own” (30). In the preceding sentence in the novel, Mrs. Tulliver had criticized Maggie’s awkwardness and naughtiness, making it clear that Lucy is preferable. Later in the novel, Eliot writes that “Lucy… always did what she was desired to do” (93), which makes it easy for the reader to understand why Mrs. Tulliver might prefer her niece over Maggie, who most definitely does not always do whatever she is told. During Lucy’s visit, while Maggie’s “dreadful resolve” (45) to have her cousin stay longer is building inside, Lucy is quiet. When Lucy’s mother asks her daughter whether or not Lucy would like to stay, Lucy fails to exhibit the emotional outbursts common of her cousin. Instead, she replies, “‘Yes, please, mother,’…timidly, blushing very pink all over her little neck” (45). 


During their time together, Maggie upsets Tom’s house of cards in a jealous outburst. In this scene, Eliot compares the temperament of Maggie and Lucy , and the contrast between the two girls is obvious: “Maggie stood in dismay and terror… and Lucy looked on mutely, like a kitten pausing from its lapping” (87). Both girls are mute, but one is suffering emotional trauma and one is merely stunned. Eliot shows another difference between the two cousins in a scene at the Pullets’ house. When Uncle Pullet provides cakes to the children, Maggie is distracted by an interesting print and “presently let fall her cake, and in an unlucky movement crushed it beneath her foot” (92). Maggie’s clumsy actions evoke “much agitation” from her Aunt Pullet and become a “conscious disgrace to Maggie” (92). Lucy, however, thinks the cake is too pretty to eat (92).


Even though Lucy makes mistakes, they are minor. When showing her visitors the pond—a forbidden past-time—Eliot uses Lucy’s misbehavior to further characterize her as a good child. She writes that Lucy was “enjoying the rare treat of doing something naughty” (100). The word “rare,” accompanied by other references to her good behavior, indicates that breaking her parents’ wishes is not something Lucy does often. Unfortunately, she faces the consequences of her actions in the form of an unexpected mud bath.


Maggie’s own mother, a Dodson, acts as an opposite of her daughter in terms of manners. Unlike her daughter, Mrs. Tulliver is a “good-tempered person,” (14) and had been so since birth. It is precisely her mild-manners that attract Mr. Tulliver to her. He tells Mr. Riley that he picked Mrs. Tulliver over her sister because “she was a bit weak like; for I wasn’t agoin’ to be told the rights o’things by my own fireside” (14). Mrs. Tulliver is exactly the type of wife Victorian males desired: gentle and submissive. Eliot’s characterization of Mrs. Tulliver as a mild, submissive, and amiable woman provide ample reason for the reader to understand why Mrs. Tulliver is frustrated by her daughter’s mannerisms. While “amiable Mrs. Tulliver … was never angry a day in her life” (156), Maggie spends her days in a bittersweet frustration which she almost relishes. 

Mannerisms in Mary Barton

Females who were full of spirit, independent and self-assured, were not admired. In contrast, they were considered immoral. According to The Habits of Good Society: A Handbook for Ladies and Gentleman, “the true spirit of good manners is so nearly allied to that of good morals” (27). The link between good manners and good morals was clear, and while possessing a spirited personality did not necessarily mean one was truly immoral, Gaskell hinted that some of her more spirited characters were in danger of becoming so. 


Gaskell introduces the spirited female to her readers early in the novel, when the factory girls pass through Green Heys Fields, speaking loudly and with a “buoyant step” (6). They’re also characterized as “aloof” and “independent” (7); surely not the traits one would expect from proper young women. A woman, whether rich or poor, was supposed to be dependant on the significant male in her life, whether it was father, husband or brother. A woman’s gait should be graceful and understated. Habits suggests that a woman will be known by her walk, which should be graceful. Her steps should be “equal, firm, and light.”  Any “short, rapid, steps, the shaking the body from side to side, or the very slow gait… are to be deprecated” (810).


Esther, herself soon to show a lack of morals, is the next example Gaskell uses to illustrate an ill-mannered female. Barton recalls, in his conversation with George Wilson, that her “spirit was always up” when he offered her guidance or advice (9). During this time period, girls were expected to treat their elders with respect and care 
, not respond in a passionate manner to the concerns of those who have taken care of them. In addition to being spirited, Esther allowed herself to show her emotions. After announcing her departure from Barton’s residence, she “flushed up like a turkey-cock” and Barton fears that “fire would come out of her eyes” (9).
 Gaskell’s use of color in this image serves two purposes: not only does it offer an accurate portrayal of human emotion, it links the color red to the idea of passion. When contrasting the last time the Bartons saw Esther before her disappearance, Barton remarks that she was “quieter, and more womanly-like; more gentle, and more blushing, and not so riotous and noisy” (10). In this quote the reader can make several assumptions. First, that the color red is still associated with Esther, if only in her blush. Second, that she seems more like a woman because she is quieter. As the reader is soon to discover, the reason for her blush is rooted in a relationship that would have been considered highly immoral. It’s interesting to note the difference in her behaviors. Perhaps the Victorian reader would surmise that her noisy and boisterous air started her on the path toward sin.


In addition to being boisterous, Esther is also described as giddy. When reflecting on the cause of his wife’s death, Barton blames Esther. He concludes that “her giddiness” must have been annoying, but linked with the idea that she led a less-than-proper life, Esther’s conduct must have been infuriating. It is, in fact, Esther who Barton blames for his wife’s death. 


Jem Wilson, however, does not believe that Esther caused her sister’s death. When they meet later in the novel, he treats her with compassion. Intent on warning Jem about Mary’s inappropriate relationship with the young Harry Carson, Gaskell writes that she speaks with “wild vehemence, almost amounting to insanity” (162). At this point in the novel, the reader already knows that Esther is a fallen woman, so it’s reasonable to assume that she would speak with such passion. As their conversation continues, Esther whispers in “tones of wildness” (164). Gaskell’s word choice is entirely appropriate; Esther is wild. She’s an alcoholic prostitute who has little control of her life. Gaskell’s audience would easily attribute Esther’s wildness to her fallenness.


Esther regains a small amount of control later in the novel, when she visits Mary. To hide her current occupation, Esther continually suppresses her emotions. She begins by assuming the “manners and character, as she had done the dress, of a mechanic’s wife” (237). These manners indicate a moral, if not sanctified, woman—the type of woman Esther hopes Mary will become. Throughout this conversation, Esther refrains from seeking the comfort and love she needs, and in denying her emotions thoroughly transforms her character: “And all the time poor Esther was swallowing her sobs, and overacting her part, and controlling herself more than she had done for many a long day” (238). This control is the type one would expect from a moral woman, not an alcoholic prostitute, and so helps prepare the reader for Esther’s end.


Gaskell continues her inclusion of ill-mannered woman with the young Mary Barton. Still at Green Heys Fields, John Barton “spied his only daughter, a bonny lass of thirteen or so, who came bounding along to meet and to greet her father, in a manner that showed the stern-looking man had a tender nature within” (12). Mary’s “bounding” indicated a spirited personality, and the fact that her father—who looked “stern”— allowed such behavior indicated a tender heart, for not many fathers would allow such behavioral latitude. This early characterization foreshadows Mary’s temptation to fall into a similar fate as her Aunt Esther.


Mary’s passionate personality is developed further in Chapter Three, when her mother dies. It is understandable that Mary should mourn so sincerely the loss of her mother. What is interesting to observe, however, is the strong word choice Gaskell uses to characterize Mary’s reaction to that loss. Gaskell writes of Mary’s “passionate grief,” her “violence of grief” and her inability to repress her sobs and cries (22). Like Maggie, Mary is unable to control her emotions at times, and these descriptions allude to a personality that might struggle with controlling her emotions in the future. And while Mary is in no danger of falling into temptation by allowing her emotions free range, she just may be in the future.


Gaskell attributes part of Mary’s spirited personality to her “father’s indulgence” (23), which the reader learned earlier in the novel stemmed from a tender nature. Gaskell describes Mary as having an “unusual sense and spirit” (23), and suggests that her independence and lack of guidance led her to grow “more spirited every day” (25). When in disagreement with her father, the reader sees Mary assert her “strong will” (26). During the mid-nineteenth century, it was desirable for a woman to be pliable in spirit and submissive in personality, and it is clear that Mary struggles to develop those characteristics.


Mary’s mannerisms often manifested themselves physically. For example, to spite the manipulative comments of Jem Wilson’s parents, who attempted to build the reputation of their son in hopes that Mary would choose him as husband, Mary would often “toss her head” in a spirited fashion (29). In addition, Mary frequently rushed to her job with a “dancing step of lightness” (217). Other mannerisms which show her spirit include speaking “pertly” while being scolded by her father for rejecting Jem as a husband (128). Barton, however, “was not in the mood to put up with her ‘pertness’” (128). There is hope, however, in this passage because Gaskell shows that Mary is able to censor herself—something her Aunt Esther is unable to do. Mary kept “down the angry words that rose in her heart” (128).


The future of Mary’s character changes throughout the novel. By comparing Mary with Esther, Gaskell hints that Mary is in danger of following the same path. Like Esther, Mary is characterized as being “giddy.” Indeed, at Jem’s trial she confesses her error when she says “I was giddy and vain” (325). In her efforts to prove Jem with an alibi, she admits to “giddy flirting with Mr. Carson” and “light conduct” (247-48). Her confession to Margaret and Job Legh weakens her character, especially in Margaret’s eyes: “And now, Margaret would hear her conduct talked of by all, as that of a bold, bad girl” (247). It is clear that Mary’s friend is disappointed. Margaret perceives Mary as falling so low that she considers ending their friendship. Margaret had “no sympathy with flirting girls” and was “strongly inclined to give Mary up altogether” (249). Such a spirited personality, it seems, is about to make Mary a fallen woman.


Yet it is when Gaskell changes the way that Mary’s personality comes across that the reader can see an obvious connection between immorality and a spirited personality. Once Mary rejects the temptation to give in to Harry Carson, the reader sees a shift in her character and, in addition to the plot, Gaskell uses dialogue tags to display this. While confessing to the Leghs, Mary speaks in a “timid voice” (247). After quitting her job at Miss Simmonds’ and rejecting a relationship with bad girl Sally Leadbitter, she talks in a “low voice” (275). When Mary is rescued by the elderly couple near the boat yard the night before the trial, the wife is “puzzled as to the character and history of the stranger within her doors” (313). Mary satisfies that curiosity by faltering “softly forth” in response (313). At Jem’s trial, Mary lowers her voice when admitting her love for Jem, linking the idea of truth to a soft voice: “dropping her voice as she came to this second confession of the strength of her attachment” (325). By the end of the novel, Mary has moved away from the danger of becoming a fallen woman. She replies “softly” to Jem (357) and speaks in a “quiet, glancing way” (361). Gaskell shows this new Mary free of mannerisms, and therefore a very moral character.

Judged, no matter what

Maggie and Esther, whether justly or unjustly, are judged to be fallen women. But the difference between the real fallen women in Victorian society and the myth of the fallen woman tends to be quite different. In Victorian literature and art, the fallen woman was portrayed as a sorrowful character, a woman who had made mistakes and lived just long enough to regret her past. Murray Roston refers to those women as figures of “remorse, yearning for forgiveness and compassion” (91). Many Victorians believed the world outside the home was ugly and evil, and only fit for men. Yet English society became increasingly industrialized during the mid-nineteenth century, and women made the transition from happy housewife to working contributor. 

In nineteenth-century England, society judged feminine labor destructive to the happy home. Women were meant to be pure, peaceful and happy creatures who made home life joyful for the men in their lives. They were to be protected from the outside world and the more they worked, the greater their chance to become fallen.

Eliot and Gaskell’s heroines were fated to be judged by Victorian society no matter what they did. Critics and readers recognized that the violation of social mores such as working outside the home, wearing clothing outside of one’s class, and exhibiting improper mannerisms in everyday life led to a fallen status. Yet by including the process of the fall, or near-fall, of their characters, Eliot and Gaskell attempted to change the social values of their readers. And, judging by the books that followed, which did allow a fallen woman to reintegrate into society after her fall, they succeeded. 
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� The most famous was brother to the Majaraja of Nepal, Prince Jung Bahadoor, who “proceeded to lavish an estimated ₤250,000 of his fortune on her” (290). She eventually married a young army officer, converted to Christianity, and became a “passionate revivalist preacher” (290). Apparently, her marriage was an unhappy one.





� “The Hungry Forties; life under the Bread Tax was the title chosen by Jane Unwin, in 1904, for a collection of documents from the 1840s. The term caught on as the British labour movement of the early twentieth century recounted to itself the struggles of its predecessors, and British communists studied the Communist Manifesto and tried to relate it to the decade that gave birth to it. � HYPERLINK "http://www.mdx.ac.uk/www/study/SHE12.htm" \l "1840s" �The ‘hungry forties’, when a large part of the Irish peasantry starved to death and the condition of the English workers was also miserable, had a strong effect on the ideas about society of people of many different political persuasions.� But the date 1840 is artificial, the period really begins in the 1830s. The 1830s and 1840s were a period of rapid industrial development, social distress and the emergence of open class conflict. A period when Britain came nearer to revolution than at any other time in recent history. It was also a period when people were thinking about how society is structured and how society changes. There was a great deal of political and theoretical discussion, not only about class, but also about how we should think about men, women and children and their position in society” (qtd. in  Roberts).





� This phrase was coined by Coventry Patmore in his 1891 poem “The Angel in the House.”


� British novelist  Lettice Cooper wrote that “The Dodsons are the very marrow of the English middle class of the last century, a tradition that still survives” (qtd. in  in Napierkowski).


� Nelly later ended up following her brother’s command to marry a man she had known for only one week. She later found her husband had bribed her brother “100£ to press his case,” was “bullied, beaten and imprisoned in the course of their marriage” and left him, only to lose custody of her only child, Mary (qtd. in  Hellerstein, Hume, and Offen 341).


� In another life, I would have enjoyed writing a paper about the animal imagery Eliot uses to characterize Tom and Maggie. I found 15 instances in which Eliot refers to Tom or Maggie as animals.











� In her letter, Bronte also writes that her employer, Mrs. Sidgwick forces her to do needlework: “she cares nothing in the world about me except to contrive how the greatest possible quantity of labour may be squeezed out of me, and to that end she overwhelms me with oceans of needlework” (qtd. in  Helsinger, Sheets and Veeder 118).


� Three, if one counts prostitution.


�See the “labor” section of this paper for more information.


� Part of Mary Barton’s popularity grew from its unique genre. Published in 1848, it was considered a social novel. While some authors have suggested “the novel as a vehicle for the airing of current social ills was … almost an unexplored field,” others suggest that it was simply a fresh version, or revival, of industrial fiction (Hopkins 5). Gaskell attempted to provide an accurate, and therefore what I dubbed, a journalistic, portrayal of life in Manchester in the ‘Hungry 40s’ (1839-42). Gaskell, in fact, went to Manchester in 1832 (Bland 58). In her role as a minister’s wife, she would have been exposed to all classes of people and used the information she gleaned in her writing. Critics have suggested that her novel is “so obviously founded on [her] first-hand experience of those conditions,” and is so unprejudiced, that it’s hard to read her book as pure fiction (Bland 58). In addition to reflecting her experience with Manchester culture, Gaskell’s novel also served as a way to influence change. One of her critics even referred to Mary Barton as a novel “which had once been a toy [and] became a sword with which to fight the cause of the oppressed” (Hopkins 4). 


� For more information see the labor section.


� Esther’s touch, like the wings of a butterfly, is light. The reader learns that “Butterfly” is the only name that police associate with Esther when Jem and Mary search for her at the novel’s end: “at last they [the police] recognized under his description of her, a woman known to them under the name of the ‘Butterfly’, from the gaiety of her dress a year or two ago” (391). Again, Gaskell is associating Esther’s dress with her fallen state. And when Esther is found, they see the “poor crushed Butterfly—the once innocent Esther” (392).


� Another instance where Gaskell suggests that fashion leads to fallenness is when Mary’s matchmaking co-worker Sally Leadbitter, a girl Job Legh describes as a “bold, bad girl” (277) offers Mary the use of her shawl. Mary rejects this offer. Earlier in the chapter, Sally flounced into the room, “making it gaudy with the Sunday excess of colouring in her dress” (274). Clearly a bad influence, as Esther is wise enough to recognize (163), Sally tries to convince Mary to wear a more colorful outfit to the trial: “Well, then! take my advice and go in that blue merino… the color suits you. Now mind, Mary. And I’ll lend you my black-watered scarf, added she…a little pleased at the idea of her pet article of dress figuring away on the person of a witness at a trial for murder” (276). Unlike Esther, who may have jumped at the chance to wear a new, and colorful, dress, Mary rejects Sally’s offer. 


� Another Biblical reference exists in Gaskell’s choice of name for her fallen woman. Esther was a Biblical character who redeemed her people. Although Gaskell does not retell the Biblical Esther’s story, she does offer some parallels between the two tales. Esther helps save her own people [family] by warning Jem Wilson and John Barton of Mary’s danger. In addition, the Biblical Esther hid her Hebrew identity, just as Gaskell’s Esther hides her prostitute identity from her niece. Given her status as a minister’s wife, Gaskell would have been very familiar with Biblical stories, and naming her fallen woman after a famous Biblical character who redeems her people shows that Gaskell’s Esther, even though she is a fallen woman, has the ability to redeem others as well. 


� Again, according to Habits, “to the old, her [a proper young woman] manner must always be respectful and affectionate” (101).


� Habits notes that “in society display of ill-temper is fatal to harmony” (75), and is especially offensive.
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