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Introduction
Elizabeth Gaskell’s North and South (1854–55) is a love story with a 
social conscience. Forced to leave her home in the New Forest for the 
industrial north, Margaret Hale comes into direct conflict with self-

made textile entrepreneur John Thornton. The novel reflects the grim 
reality of life in mid-nineteenth-century Manchester, which Elizabeth 
Gaskell fictionalises as Milton-Northern in Darkshire. 

Social and historical context
North and South reflects the heyday of the Industrial Revolution — that 
seismic shift from producing goods largely by hand to using highly mechanised 
manufacturing processes which made nineteenth-century England ‘the workshop 
of the world’. It is significant that John Thornton lives opposite his ‘immense 
many-windowed mill, whence proceeded the continual clank of machinery and 
the long groaning roar of the steam-engine’. 

At the end of the novel the ‘Master of Marlborough Mills’ declares that 
‘individuals of the different classes’ must have ‘actual personal contact. Such 
intercourse is the very breath of life.’ His marriage to Margaret Hale represents 
the possibility of forging links and connections in a world riven by social, 
religious, cultural and geographical fault lines.

Political context
North and South was written not long after the 1847 Factory Act 
— more commonly known as the Ten Hours Act — which strictly 
limited the working hours of women and children under 18. The 
titanic struggle to pilot this legislation through parliament was led by 
Anthony Ashley-Cooper, later the Seventh Earl of Shaftesbury. 

Gaskell’s liberal middle-class values as illustrated in North and 
South have far more in common with the charitable piecemeal social 
reform advocated by ‘the Poor Man’s Earl’ than with the radical 
political vision of Friedrich Engels. Engels, a long-term colleague 
and friend of Karl Marx, documented the appalling suffering of the 
industrial poor in Manchester in his pioneering sociological survey 
The Condition of the Working Class in England (1844). 

Cultural context
North and South attests to the importance of religion as part of the 
warp and weft of Victorian society at every level. Gaskell’s interest 
in the subject seems to reflect a contemporary middle-class panic 
about the lack of religion among the workers, with some arguing 
that, as the Lord’s Day, Sunday ought to be kept solely for worship 
as opposed to recreation. Perhaps unsurprisingly, convincing hard-
pressed factory workers to spend their one day off a week in prayer 
rather than in the pub was an uphill struggle. 

Gaskell’s husband, William, a Unitarian minister, was a tireless 
campaigner for improvements in the living standards and education 
of the working poor and his wife shared his unusually liberal and 
inclusive Christian faith. We can see this reflected in North and South 
when ‘Margaret the Churchwoman, her father the Dissenter [and] 
Higgins the Infidel [i.e. atheist]’ pray together. As the narrator notes 
firmly, ‘It did them no harm.’ 

Biographical context
As a busy wife and mother who devoted her time to supporting her 
husband’s pastoral and social work, and raising their children while 
writing in her spare time, often to tight deadlines, Elizabeth Gaskell’s 
working life seems refreshingly modern and ordinary to our eyes. In 
1934, however, Oxford academic Lord David Cecil suggested that a 
writer he perceived as so genteel and ladylike ought never to have 
tackled such unsuitably masculine subjects as industrialisation and 
class conflict. 

Unlike other Victorian women writers, such as the Brontë sisters 
or George Eliot, whom Cecil categorised as ‘ugly, dynamic, childless, 
independent eagles’, he felt that Gaskell was completely happy within 
the ‘placid dovecotes of Victorian womanhood’. These seemingly 
archaic views shed more light upon Cecil’s own life and times than 
upon those of the novelist he purports to be analysing.

Literary context
Published in 20 weekly episodes in Charles Dickens’ magazine 
Household Words, as well as being seen as part of the ‘Condition 
of England’ genre, North and South has also been categorised as 
both a romance and a ‘coming-of-age’ novel. The title, which draws 
attention to the Victorian class divide defined by Prime Minister 
Benjamin Disraeli as the ‘Two Nations’, was imposed by Dickens, 
who serialised Gaskell's novel in 1854–55 directly after his own 
northern industrial novel Hard Times, in which he viciously satirised 
Manchester as ‘Coketown’. 
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