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Abstract

In my M.A. thesis, I explore Elizabeth Gaskell’s representations of women
workers in her three novels, Mary Barton, Ruth, and North and South through the context
of Victorian domestic ideology and social class. I argue that Elizabeth Gaskell supported
and challenged the accepted gender roles for women. Through a close reading of her
novels and short stories, I analyzed the reasons behind her conflicting and ambiguous
portrayals of working women. I argue that while Gaskell clearly advocated domestic
work as the “natural” work for women, her views on wage-earning labor varied; however
she suggests that women, regardless of class, could find fulfillment through serving
others, whether in the home or outside the home. In my thesis, I examine her depictions
of women working in domestic service, needlework, and factory work and analyze the
positive and negative effects of these occupations upon the characters in these three
novels. I divided my thesis into five chapters: Class ideology in the Victorian Era, “Three
Eras of Libbie Marsh,” Domestic Servants, Needleworkers, and Factory Women.

As a result of my research, I conclude that Gaskell does not offer a clear solution
for the problem of working wives and mothers. As a middle-class working woman,
mother and Manchester resident, Gaskell personally understood the problem faced by all
working women: how to balance non-domestic work with family duties. Although
Gaskell does not offer a clear solution to this problem in her fiction, she does show
understanding and sympathy for working women who could afford not afford the luxury
of staying home and doing the “natural work” of wife and mother as most middle-class

women could.
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“Freedom in Working:” Representations of Working Women in Elizabeth Gaskell’s

Mary Barton, Ruth, and North and South.

Introduction

Elizabeth Gaskell lived at a time when women writers were publishing novels that
centered on the struggles of strong female heroines. George Eliot and Charlotte Bronte as
well as writers Harriet Martineau and Caroline Norton did not accept Victorian society’s
domestic ideology concerning women and criticized the confining role in which middle-
class women were forced to exist. Scholars disagree on the extent to which Elizabeth
Gaskell advocated a more expansive role for women in her novels and short stories.
Recently, however, scholars have recognized that her social problem novels not only
criticize unfettered industrial capitalism, but also criticize the precarious position it
caused for working-class women. Gaskell, like her contemporaries, wrote to a primarily
middle-class audience; however, she chose to write about the vulnerable condition of the
working class woman in many of her novels.

There were three main occupations for working-class women in the Victorian
Age: needlework, domestic service and factory work. Gaskell describes these three
occupations in many of her minor and major works including “The Three Eras of Libbie
Marsh,” Mary Barton, Ruth, and North and South. Gaskell, who lived in Manchester,

England most of her life with her husband William Gaskell, a Unitarian minister,
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sympathized with the overworked and poorly paid women and men of the industrial
classes. As a minister’s wife in the industrial north, Gaskell witnessed firsthand the
working and living conditions of working-class men and women. Many of her novels are
based on the realities she witnessed as well as on newspaper accounts and Parliamentary
reports that circulated during her lifetime. Even though she was criticized by many
members of her own class for inciting anger against industry and capitalism, she did not
apologize for writing about working-class conditions.

Through her fiction, Gaskell suggests that women, regardless of class, could find
fulfillment through serving others, whether in the home or outside the home. While it is
clear that Gaskell advocated domestic work as the “natural” work for women, her views
on non-domestic or wage-earning labor vary. At times, she depicts wage-earning work as
positive and fulfilling, while at others, she portrays this type of work as physically and
emotionally harmful for women. Gaskell’s works were not as subversive as some written
by her friends and contemporaries like Caroline Norton or Charlotte Bronte, but, like
them, she also discounted the domestic ideology that viewed women as powerless
“Angels” and “Queens.” Critic Francoise Basch in Relative Creatures claims that
Gaskell opposed women’s work due to its risk to female virtue and the damage done to
families (184). Patricia Zakreski gives a similar view that Mary Barton’s temptation and
Ruth’s fall were caused by social factors, “late nights, motherlessness, and the need to
work” rather than moral problems (29-30). Both scholars suggest that Gaskell viewed
work outside the home as threatening, but this is not entirely accurate. Gaskell’s opinion

on this issue was much more complex. She did not view work as the sole cause of Mary’s



King 6

temptation or Ruth’s fall. As Gaskell created complex heroines, she also created complex
situations for them to face.

Unlike Basch and Zakreski, Marianne Camus and Pearl Brown view Gaskell és a
writer who rejected the domestic ideology put forth by the middle class. Camus proposes
that Gaskell felt a “deep sense of power linked to her sex” (27) and that she consistently
“undermined Victorian values” (10) in her works. Although there is much evidence to
support the first statement--Gaskell’s belief in the power of women—her argument that
Gaskell undermined Victorian values is overstated. Although Camus is correct in her
claim that Gaskell rejected the ideology of the subordinate and intellectually inferior
woman, she did view the domestic sphere as the proper place for a woman. In “From
Elizabeth Gaskell’s Mary Barton to her North and South” Brown claims that Gaskell’s
purpose in writing North and South was to critique “the high price a middle class woman
must pay to fulfill the roles of moral arbiter, class mediator, and assimilator” (355). She
argues that although Gaskell’s working-class characters, Mary Barton and Margaret
Legh, experience some sense of autonomy and self-actualization through their work,
Margaret Hale, a middle-class woman, cannot; instead Margaret subverts her own
identity to fill the role as moral guardian and domestic angel (Brown 355). Although the
first part of Brown’s argument has merit, she discounts how Margaret derives power and
satisfaction through her role as manager, caretaker, and the public liaison of her family.
Through Margaret’s charitable work with the working-class poor and her impact on
Thornton, Gaskell suggests that middle-class women had the potential to be powerful
forces outside of the private sphere as well as inside. Alfhough it is not clear how

Margaret will use her skills and powers as Thornton’s wife, Gaskell clearly implies that
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she will be happy in this role. Margaret seems to reflect Gaskell’s views that middle-class
women could be just as powerful in a domestic role as in a non-domestic career.
Although these scholars disagree on Gaskell’s position regarding women as
workers, many agree that, while she could not come to a solution, she addressed the
issues of working women more thoroughly than almost any other author in her time.
Francoise Basch claims that “among the major writers of the first half of the Victorian
Era Elizabeth Gaskell is certainly the only one to have dealt fairly fully with female
labour” (180). Marianne Camus argues that Gaskell “sees and shows the contradictions
of her time as far as women and workers are concerned. That she is unable to offer any
real solution is partly due to her middle-class background” (49). Catherine Stevenson
agrees that Gaskell found the problem of women and work difficult to solve: “Gaskell’s
silence about women’s work in the mills, her repeated use of the generic “men” to
describe factory workers, and her celebration of cooperative domestic labor indicate how
problematic she—like other members of the Victorian middle class--found the whole
issue of women’s work outside the home” (Victorian Web n. pag.). Stevenson accurately
recognizes Gaskell’s reluctance to take a side on the issue of women and work. While her
representations of factory women appear often in her literature, none of her major
characters are shown actually working in a factory. Gaskell’s works indicate that she
viewed domesticity as the ideal and natural role for women, although she considered
more domestic occupations (i.e, nursing, governess, domestic servant) as adequate
options. Gaskell’s fiction clearly suggests that she did believe a woman’s first duty was

to her home and children, so in this way, her views coincide with the conservatives of the
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time; however, she also believed that women, as well as men, could find happiness and
fulfillment as wage earners serving others outside the domestic sphere.

Elizabeth Gaskell, a middle-class wife‘and mother, found some independence as a
professional author. According to her biographer, Shirley Foster, as well as critic Deidre
D’ Albertis, Gaskell did not need to depend on her husband financially or professionally,
although she did consult him often. She negotiated her own publishing deals and
remuneration, often arguing with editors like Charles Dickens in order to achieve her
particular desires for her fiction. Foster writes that she encouraged other fema]e writers
like Charlotte Bronte, George Eliot, and Harriet Martineau and sought advice from them
as well (77). As suggested through her own family and professional life, Gaskell
believed the duties of wife and mother to be “natural” and paramount, but she also
believed that women could find happiness and independence through wage-earning work
as she did. Anyone who examines her industrial and social reform novels like Mary
Barton, Ruth and North and South will be able to recognize Gaskell’s respect for women
in suitable occupations both inside and outside of the home.

Through Margaret Hale of North and South, Gaskell seems to speak for all
middle-class women constricted by society’s expectations when Margaret succinctly
summarizes the problem Victorian women had in reconciling individualism with familial
obligations:

When they returned to town, Margaret fulfilled one of her sea-side
resolves, and took her life into her own hands. Before they went to
Cromer, she had been as docile to her aunt’s laws as if she were still the

scared little stranger who cried herself to sleep that first night in the
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Harley Street nursery. But she had learnt, in those solemn hours of
thought, that she herself must one day answer for her own life, and what
she had done with it; and she tried to settle that most difficult problem for
women, how much was to be utterly merged in obedience to authority, and
how much might be set apart for freedom in working (italics mine - 406).
Gaskell implies here that eventually all women have to come to terms with being able to
fulfill their duties to their families without sacrificing their own personal desire for
autonomy. In the scene above, Margaret decides to use her financial independence to
achieve personal independence from her aunt. Although her inheritance could allow
Margaret to lead a life of luxury and idleness, she chooses to find meaningful work to do
instead. Gaskell does not indicate that she will be paid for her work, but only that the
work she does will ensure her freedom from complete obedience to authority and will add
value to her life. This quote also seems to imply that work, paid or unpaid, could give all
women some freedom from the authorities that govern their lives, male or female.
Gaskell clearly believed that domestic work and wage-earning work benefited
women because each of her heroines derives independence and power from working even
though her work may cause her physical suffering. Mary Barton is a dressmaker who
provides for herself and her father after he loses his job. Ruth also starts out as a
dressmaker, but eventually becomes a governess and nurse. Through these latter two
occupations, she feels fulfilled and redeemed because she provides for herself and her son
without depending on the poor Bensons for her sustenance. Margaret Hale, although not
working for a living, occupies herself helping with chores at home as well as visiting the

poor in Milton. Gaskell especially sympathized with working-class women because many
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did not have the choice to stay at home and do their “natural work,” but were forced to
work outside of the home in a factory or dress shop for twelve to eighteen hours of the
day in order to feed their families. Even working-class women with working husbands
had to contribute to the household income because factory wages were low and jobs
insecure. Through her novels and short stories, Gaskell clearly shows a vested interest in
working women of all classes, whether they worked to provide for themselves or worked
to provide for others.

Historians like Thomas Carlyle and Friedrich Engels documented the atrocious
living conditions of the working classes in cities like Manchester, Gaskell’s home. In the
1840’s, conditions were especially poor because of high bread prices, bad harvests,
unemployment, and low wages (Altick vi). The Corn Laws, issued in 1815, along with
the 1834 Poor Law Amendment, harmed the working classes because the Corn Laws kept
bread prices high at a shilling a loaf while the Poor Laws made it even harder for the poor
to find relief in charity. The Poor Laws prevented the poor classes from finding help from
their local parishes because the government took control of poor relief from them. As a
result of the Poor Laws, the government set up workhouses to provide relief for the poor;
however the conditions in the work houses were so dismal that people starved rather than
entered one. In essence, they were set up in order to deter people from being poor (Altick
vi). In Past and Present, Thomas Carlyle criticized the government’s inhumane treatment
of the lower classes and the Corn Laws’ support of the land-owning upper classes.
Elizabeth Gaskell offers a similar critique in Mary Barton. The novel, although published
in 1848, was based upon the early part of the 1840’s, or the Hungry Forties. In it, Gaskell

humanized the issues facing the working classes like job loss, starvation, and lack of
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representation within the government through Mary Barton, a heroine who witnesses the
suffering of her relatives and friends caused by an indifferent capitalist system.

Domestic servants are well represented through major characters in Mary Barton,
Ruth and North and South although Gaskell does not choose this occupation for her
heroines. Gaskell provides several different images of domestic service through the
characters of Alice Wilson in Mary Barton, Sally in Ruth, and Dixon in North and South,
and compared to her depictions of needlework and factory work, her depiction of this
occupation is mostly positive. Perhaps Gaskell viewed domestic service as the least
complicated and most suitable occupation for women because it was so closely tied to the
home and domesticity, which she saw as the ideal role for a woman. Needlework, like
domestic service, was also considered a womanly occupation because it was associated
with the domestic sphere; however, Gaskell’s depicts this work more negatively than
domestic service. Mary Barton and Ruth contain representations of the overworked and
poorly paid seamstress, an occupation that was widely known for exploiting poor women
employed in dress and millinery shops. Like many of her contemporaries, Gaskell also
criticized the dressmaking industry through depictions of overworked seamstresses like
Mary Barton, Margaret Legh, and Ruth. According to recent scholars, Lynn Alexander
and Patricia Zakreski, during the 1840°s and 1850’s, many publications, novels, paintings
and poems brought the issue of the exploited needleworker into public awareness and
because of this, a reform movement developed among middle-class women to improve
the terrible conditions of these workers. Needlework was one of the most prevalent and
poorly paid occupations for a woman in the Victorian age. According to Victorianist

Sally Mitchell, domestic service was the largest area of employment for women and girls
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in the latter half of the nineteenth century. Factory work, which had better wages and
generally better conditions than needle work was another occupation available to
working-class women; however, none of Elizabeth Gaskell’s major characters were
factory workers. The only female factory worker in any of her novels is Bessy Higgins
from North and South, a minor character who dies half way into the novel because of a
lung disease she developed from working in a factory. It is interesting that even though
women were a major part of the factory working population, Gaskell does not
proportionally represent them in her works. Explanations for this absence of female
factory workers in her novels and short stories, I will examine later.

Like her contemporaries, Charles Dickens and Benjamin Disraeli, Gaskell used
her fiction to speak for the disenfranchised and exploited classes; however, she did not
desire to set one class against the other. In all of Gaskell’s social criticism, she challenges
the status quo by carefully representing the multiple sides of the issues facing the
working classes. Gaskell understood the challenges that working women faced and gave
them a voice in her fiction. This paper will examine Gaskell’s representations of the
three major working-class women’s occupations--domestic service, needlework and
factory work-- as well as her opinion regarding the role of a woman in the home and the
importance of work for women of all classes.

Since Gaskell so significantly concerned herself with controversial issues relating
to gender and class in the early Victorian Era, my purpose in writing this paper is to
provide social and histoﬁéal context fc;r readers of Gaskell’s fiction. I will show how
Gaskell immersed herself in the values of her day, specifically, the effects of

industrialization on working-class women’s autonomy and domesticity.
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I - Class Ideology in the Victorian Era

In Daily Life in Victorian England, Sally Mitchell thoroughly describes the
working and living conditions of the early, middle, and late Victorians. Mitchell argues
that Victorian society’s distinct class systems were based on the traditional practices and
beliefs of the rural and urban areas of England. Financial income did not solely divide
one class from the other; rather traditional aspects like family connections, birth, wealth,
manners, clothing, and speech all determined one’s class identity (Mitchell 17).
According to Mitchell, each class lived separately from the other and had its own
customs and social rituals. It was considered socially unacceptable for a member of one
class to act above or below his own class. This is especially true in the early Victorian
Era; towards the latter part of the nineteenth century, rigid class distinctions eased.

Victorians implicitly recognized a three-tiered society consisting of the working
class at the bottom, then by the middle, and the upper classes; however, in a legal sense,
the law only acknowledged two, aristocrats and commoners. Socially speaking, however,
every English citizen belonged to a distinct class. The working class was made up of men
and women whose work was visible on their clothes and hands because it was rough and
dirty, and they collected wages either daily or weekly (Mitchell 18). The middle class
differed from the working class in the type of work they did, and the fact that only men
did it. Unlike working-class women, middle-class women were not expected to earn a
living, and if they did, it was considered disgraceful. The middle-class men did work
involving their mental faculties rather than physical. They also earned a monthly or a

yearly salary rather than weekly. The upper class, which consisted of the aristocracy and
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landed gentry, were the most privileged and wealthy people in England. They did not
need to work for a living because they derived their income from money they made off
inherited land or investments (Mitchell 18-25).

The working class by far outnumbered all other classes in Victorian England.
According to Mitchell, three out of four people in England did manual work in the Early
Victorian Era, or the years 1837-1851, which is the time period that Elizabeth Gaskell
wrote Mary Barton (18). The majority of these workers were agricultural laborers,
domestic servants, or factory workers. According to Mitchell, other occupations open to
the working class included “mining, fishing, transportation, building, the garment
industry, and other manual trades” (18). Working-class men and women worked just to
stay alive and provide sustenance for themselves and their families. Those workers who
were only semi-skilled or unskilled did not have the job security that many skilled
workers had. Any type of illness, injury, or economic downfall sent them into poverty
and starvation because their wages only provided enough money for short term
sustenance. According to Sonya Rose in Limited Livelihoods, 80% of working-class men
did not make enough money to support their families (77). Mitchell writes that 60 % of
working-class men earned an average salary of “under twenty-five shillings a week” (38),
and a small family could be comfortable with an income of one pound a week. Because
men usually earned less than £1 a week, it was necessary for another family member to
supplement the income. Because of poor wages, working-class wives and daughters had
to work until they had children, and for some, even after. According to Rose, working-
class families had many children because children eventually would be wage earners, and

because there was a high infant mortality rate, there was a high probability that many
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children would not survive into adulthood (89). While her children were young, a
working-class woman could not continue to work twelve to fourteen hour days unless she
had a relative or a neighbor to watch her children while she worked. Many working
women did piece work or took in lodgers to add income; however, even with the extra
money, the family would remain poor (Mitchell 20). Because it was difficult for a
working-class family to survive on the man’s income alone, children would go to work in
factories at an early age or the older children would watch the younger ones while the
mother went back to work. This occurred in working-class families until at least 1870,
when the Education Acts made it mandatory for children to attend school and required
that elementary education be available to every child regardless of class. These acts
helped the lower classes achieve upward mobility, but they also made life even more
difficult for working families, especially for women who had relied on their children to
do houschold work, and made it less likely er the children to contribute to household
income (Rose 150). It was necessary for working class women to work as their husband’s
work did not provide them a living wage.

Fifteen percent of all workers were considered skilled workers, a sub-class of the
working-class, who had a higher and more dependable income than unskilled workers.
Skilled work included occupations such as “printers, masons, carpenters, book-binders,
shoemakers, tool makers, and expert dress makers” (Mitchell 20). Skilled work included
any trade that was learned through an apprenticeship, which meant that a child would
learn the trade by working without pay for at least two years. Thése workers usually came
from families who could do without their children’s income for several years. In

factories, men only were hired for skilled work, so boys, not girls, were trained in skilled
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factory work on complicated machinery. Skilled factory workers were boiler makers and
engineers. In Mary Barton, Gaskell accurately represents the higher standard of living
that skilled workers achieved through the character of Jem Wilson, a factory mechanic
and foreman. During an economic downturn, while other less skilled workers are jobless
and starving, Jem possesses a stable job and income because of his superior mechanical
skills and knowledge. While other men, like Mary’s father, John Barton, cannot find
work, Jem keeps his family out of poverty and starvation because his employer values
Jem’s abilities. In Daily Life, Sally Mitchell provides a detailed chart of the yearly wages

for middle and working-class occupations:

Annual Salary in Pounds
Highly skilled mechanics and artisans..............ccvvvvevvrvenienennnnns 150-300

Skilled workers, including cabinetmakers, typesetters,

Carpenters, locomotive drivers, senior dressmakers............... ....... 75-100
Semiskilled working men, skilled women in factories and shops........ 50-75
Seamen, navies, longshoremen, some domestic servants.................. 45
Farm Laborers, soldiers, typistS.......vveerereriieeenenirreinneeneeennnn 25
Lowest ranked shop assistants, domestic servants, needleworkers...... 12-20
(Mitchell 34)

From this chart, it is important to note that skilled workers earn twice as much as
unskilled workers and that two of the three primary employers of working-class women,
domestic service and needlework, are listed on the last line of the chart. While Jem would
mostly likely earn between thirty to forty shillings a week as a mechanic, Mary only
earned around ten as a seamstress. Not only were women excluded from learning skilled

factory work, they also earned much less than men doing the same work. One of the
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reasons women earned less money than men stemmed from middle-class ideology of
female domesticity.

The middle class grew in number and in importance throughout the Victorian
period. In 1837, the middle class encompassed 15 % of the English population; in 1901,
they made up 25% of the population (Mitchell 20). They also gained political power with
the passage of the Reform Bill of 1832, which enfranchised middle-class men. The
middle class consisted of a variety of professions and workers from doctors and lawyers
to manufacturers and clerks. Their wages also varied greatly from £ 2,000 annual salaries
earned by some doctors and clergymen to £150 earned by some teachers and clerks. The
middle class also had its own social structures (Mitchell 33). The older professions
enjoyed the highest social status. These included doctors, military and naval officers,
Church of England clergymen, professors, judges, lawyers, and upper-level government
officials (Mitchell 21). During the Victorian Age, a new set of professionals joined the
middle class like bankers, wealthy merchants, and manufacturers who helped the middle-
class increase in size and power. Police inspectors and farmers (who employed laborers
to do the manual work) were also members of the middle class. Money did not determine
class because some clerks earned less than some factory workers; however, because they
did mental rather than physical work, they were still considered middle class. For middle-
class women, their class statuses were derived from their husbands since they did not
have occupations. Elizabeth Gaskell, as the wife of a minister, was part of the middle
class as were most of her readers.

The impact of the expanding middle class was not only felt in Parliament and in

the British economy; their way of life became the model for all Victorian families. The
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middle-class ideology of separate spheres for men and women was considered “normal”
behavior for all of British society, even for the working class who could not achieve this
ideal because of financial restrictions. Women occupied the private sphére, men the
public. While middle-class men could move back and forth between the public and
private spheres, a woman was expected to stay in the private sphere. Middle-class wives
managed the home and raised the children while the husband went out into the world and
earned the income to provide for his family. Men were the breadwinners, and women
supported their husbands. Anything outside of this model was considered abnormal. In
fact, it was considered “socially unacceptable” for a middle-class woman to earn money
through her work (Mitchell 143). Public disapproval of working middle-class women
stemmed from a variety of sources: popular literature, evangelical religious fervor, fear of
comapetition, and property laws. Each of these factors ensured that few job opportunities
or educational opportunities existed for women of any class.

Unlike their working-class brethren, it was not necessary or even advisable for a
middle-class woman to work unless she needed to provide for herself or her family.
Married women especially were not expected or encouraged to work. Under coverture,
when a woman married, all of her property and income became her husband’s because
they were considered one person. The husband was expected to act for his wife in all
legal situations, to protect or cover her. Barbara Bodichon and Caroline Norton, writers
and women’s rights advocates, attempted to change the laws concerning married women
so that wives would have legal rights to their own property and children. In her most
influential work, 4 Brief Summary, in Plain Language, of the Most Important Laws

Concerning Women, Bodichon compares the property rights of single and married
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women: “A single woman has the same rights to property, to protection from the law, and
has to pay the same taxes to the State, as a man...A man and wife are one person in law;
the wife loses all her rights as a single woman, and her existence is entirely absorbed in
that of her husband” (24-25). She goes on to write that all of the wife’s possessions and
property before marriage belong to her husband afterward, and that legally, he can do
whatever he wants with them. In Victorian society, it seems that working would not have
benefited a married woman because all of her income would legally be under the control
of her husband. The law of coverture enforced the dependence of the married woman on
her husband, thereby making it unnecessary for a woman to find her own occupation.
Legally, married women had less power and independence than any other group;
however, this did not discourage women from marrying since, theoretically, they would
be more financially secure than as single women or widows. The limited legal rights of
married women helped perpetuate the “separate spheres” ideology of the Victorian
family.

Other reinforcing factors of this ideology were the many Victorian conduct books,
poers, novels, and essays published and read by the middle class. Male and female
authors promoted a domestic ideology and veneration of the ‘“‘morally superior” woman.
Coventry Patmore’s popular poem, “The Angel in the House,” and John Ruskin’s essay,
“Of Queens Gardens,” idealized the Victorian woman as the moral guardian of her
husband and children. In the nineteenth century, Patmore’s “Angel in the House” sold

more copies than any other poem besides /dylls of the King in England and America

(Victorian Women 134). Because of this, Patmore helped cement the ideology of the
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morally superior and naturally domestic Victorian woman. The following lines from the
poem clearly show Patmore’s idolization of woman:

Her disposition is devout

Her countenance angelical;

The best things that the best believe

Are in her face so kindly writ

The faithless, seeing her, conceive

Not only heaven, but hope of it (Patmore 135).
These lines depict the Victorian woman as angelical and inspirational. Patmore venerates
the heavenly qualities of a woman with an almost religious devotion. In these lines, he
seems to acknowledge that women, because of their natural piety and angelic faces, are
able to inspire even the most faithless person with thoughts of heaven. Later in the poem,
Patmore implies that these angelic qualities differentiate women from men and justify a
man’s duty to protect women from the “evils” of the outside world. In these lines, he
seems to suggest that women can only retain their natural goodness through ignorance:
“How wise in all she ought to know/ How ignorant of all beside!”” (137). Here, he seems
to celebrate the fact that a wife knows nothing of what goes on outside the private sphere
because her innocence is protected. Patmore’s “Angel” understands her proper place and
succeeds in her domestic duties, but she is not expected or encouraged to know anything
else besides this. Patmore’s idolization of women profoundly influenced gender
relationships and reinforced the “separate spheres” ideology that permeated the whole
culture, but especially the middle class. He helped create an almost perfect model for all

women to achieve and men to expect.
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John Ruskin’s “Of Queens’Gardens” also idolized the Victorian woman as
naturally good and domestically suited. In his essay, Ruskin addresses the purpose of
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