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Teaching notes 

North and South in context 
Luke McBratney 

These teaching notes use this issue’s poster (pp. 20–21) as a springboard to help you find more ways 
to connect text and context and take some of the ideas further. 

Social and historical contexts 
Manchester 
It is worth exploring the history of Manchester. The city — sometimes known as ‘Cottonopolis’ — was 
the centre of the cotton industry and had produced many innovations that led to increased production.  
The city and its inventors are a source of pride for Thornton. Note how, in Ch. 10: Wrought Iron and 
Gold, Thornton explains to Mr Hale ‘the magnificent power yet delicate adjustment of the might of the 
steam-hammer which was recalling to Mr Hale some of the wonderful stories of subservient genii in 
the Arabian Nights’. Gaskell also gives Thornton direct speech as he explains that ‘this imagination of 
power, this practical realisation of a gigantic thought, came out of one man’s brain in our good town.  
That very man has it within him to mount, step by step, on each wonder he achieves to higher marvels 
still’. 

Task 
Review Vol. 1, Ch. 10: Wrought Iron and Gold. 

How does Gaskell present Margaret’s feelings for Thornton in this chapter? 

In what ways is industrialism presented and to what extent do you agree that, in this chapter, Gaskell 
presents industrialists as heroic and attractive? 

Taking it further 
Find out about some of the inventions such as the steam-hammer, the spinning Jenny, the water-
frame and the spinning mule. 

The following site is a good place to start your search: 
http://www.manchester2002-uk.com/history/victorian/Victorian1.html 

Conditions for workers 
Gaskell depicts the harshness of life for the poor.  For example, in Vol. 1, Ch. 13: A Soft Breeze in a 
Sultry Place, Bessy Higgins explains some of the hardship to Margaret: ‘all I've been born for is just to 
work my heart and my life away, and to sicken I’ this dree place, wi’ them mill-noises in my ears for 
ever’. Gaskell also makes it clear that the deterioration of her health is a consequence of her having 
worked in the carding room of a cotton mill: ‘the fluff got into my lungs, and poisoned me.’ 
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Task 
Find out more about the conditions in factories and consider the extent to which Bessy’s story might 
be typical of many working class people in Manchester during the Industrial Revolution. 

You could begin by searching in the Victorian Web (www.victorianweb.org/authors/gaskell/n_s5.html) 
or by searching ‘1847 Factory Act’. 

Cultural contexts 
Religion 
The novel is interesting for the ways in which it presents religion. Mr Hale’s doubts about the Church 
of England are what drive the novel’s plot, leading the family to Milton-Northern. Unitarian ideas of 
tolerance are also integrated into the novel. As Mr Hale says to Nicholas Higgins of unions: ‘“Oh!” said 
Mr. Hale, sighing, “your Union in itself would be beautiful, glorious, — it would be Christianity itself — if 
it were but for an end which affected the good of all, instead of that of merely one class as opposed to 
another.”’ (Mr Hale and Nicholas Higgins, Vol. 2, Ch. 3: Comfort in Sorrow). 

Methodism (so-called because of its adherents’ methodical devotion and study) was popular in 
Manchester in the mid 1800s and Bessy Higgins, who has in intense interest in the afterlife and reads 
Revelations (the final book of the Bible, which is comprised of the mysterious prophesies of St John) 
appears to follow this faith. Nicholas Higgins, an atheist, is distrustful of religion.  He says to Margaret: 

‘Now, I’ll not have my wench preached to. She’s bad enough as it is, with her dreams and methodee 
[Methodist] fancies, and her visions of cities with golden gates and precious stones. But if it amuses 
her I let it abe, but I’m none going to have more stuff poured into her.’ (Vol. 1, Ch. 11: First 
Impressions) 

Literary contexts 
Intertextuality 
Some have seen intertextual relationships between Gaskell’s novel and others from the Victorian 
period. It is common, for example, to see North and South as a novel in which Gaskell returns to the 
subject matter and setting of her earlier book, Mary Barton, but with a more sympathetic portrayal of 
the masters. Some of the later novel’s characters have also been seen in relation to those from other 
novels. For instance, Catherine Barnes Stevenson notes that, at first, Bessy Higgins: 

‘evokes that favourite Victorian sentimental fantasy — the dying young woman. But, although she is 
pale, sickly, weak, and obsessed with images of heaven, Bessy is neither a little Nell, a Sarah Green, 
nor a Helen Fleetwood. She is rebellious, angry, unpredictable, articulate, curious. “I want to know so 
many things, and am so tossed about wi’ wonder,” she exclaims to Margaret [Vol. 1, Ch. 11: ‘First 
Impressions’]. Like Jane Eyre she longs for wider vistas: ‘I've always wanted to get high up and see far 
away, take a deep breath o' fullness in that air’ [Vol. 1, Ch. 13: A Soft Breeze in a Sultry Place].’ 

For more information, see Barnes Stevenson, C. ‘What Must Not be Said': North and South and the 
Problem of Women’s Work,’ http://www.victorianweb.org/authors/gaskell/n_s4.html 

Different versions 
That Gaskell wrote the novel in serialised form for Dickens is well documented. Consider the ways in 
which tensions between author and editor may have shaped the novel.  For example, Gaskell’s 
working title was Margaret Hale, but Dickens persuaded her to use North and South. 
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Tasks 
1 Think about the significance of the two titles: Margaret Hale and North and South. What 
aspects of the novel does each title foreground, and what else interests you about each? 

2 Gaskell’s interest in character and thematic development is also evident in the parts of the 
novel that were cut for serialisation, but included in the book-length version. For example, Vol. 2, Ch. 
21: Once and Now, was not included in the serialised version of the novel which appeared in Dickens’ 
magazine, Household Words (published between September 1854 and January 1855); it was only 
included in the two-volume edition (1855). In this chapter Margaret returns to Helstone with Mr Bell.  
She calls on her young friend, Susan, but she is at school, and hears of a local feud that culminated in 
Susan’s mother’s cat being burnt alive as part of a gypsy’s curse. When she goes to Susan’s school, 
she reluctantly agrees to teach the pupils only to have her answers corrected by the teacher, who is 
the new vicar’s wife. The parsonage that was her childhood home is much changed too. The chapter 
also contains an extended piece of introspection in which Margaret bemoans the changing nature of 
existence and is attracted to the idea of becoming a nun. 

What would be lost if this chapter were omitted from the book. In what ways is the novel enriched by 
the inclusion of the chapter? 


