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INTRODUCTION

Elizabeth Gaskell is one of four women writers of the
Victorian era honored by a 1980 British special stamp issue
celebrating a United Nations Decade for Women. Her inclu-
sion with Charlotte and Emily Bronte and George Eliot
graphically illustrates the esteem in which this writer is
now held as one of the foremost authors of her time.l
Although often a controversial writer, Mrs. Gaskell was
respected and her works were widely read during her life-
time. After her death, however, her literary reputation
suffered a steady decline. Despite a growing interest in
the Victorian period and its novelists, Mrs. Gaskell and
her writings inspired little serious consideration before

Annette B. Hopkins' book Elizabeth Gaskell: Her Life and

Work in 1952. 1In that work Hopkins recognized that a
"reconsideration of Mrs. Gaskell's place among the
Victorian writers of fiction [was] long overdue."2

Since that time there has been considerable effort to

bring a greater depth of understanding and appreciation to

& "British Set to Honor Four Victorian Writers,"
Dallas Morning News, 7 July 1980, Sec. A, p. 19.

€ Annette B. Hopkins, Elizabeth Gaskell: Her Life
and Work (London: Lehmann, 1952), p. 332.




bear on the works of Elizabeth Gaskell. Now it is obvious
from even a brief survey that "Both the variety of
approaches and the perceptive enthusiasm of recent writers
on Mrs. Gaskell's life and fiction testify to the healthy
state of Gaskell criticism today."3 In the new upsurge of
criticism, there seems to be a concensus that her writing
hardly deserved the neglect and indifference which it met
over the years after her death. Most critics at that time
felt her high standing as an author would be lasting, but
even then there were quite striking differences among them
concerning the quality of her books. As Arthur Pollard
has noted, "The reputation of Cranford was secure,“4 but,

for example, the Nation's view that Sylvia's Lovers was

not valid because of its lack in depicting passion was

contradicted by the Saturday Review, which found vivid

passion. Macmillan's Magazine praised North and South

while the Athenaeum saw in it only a "prejudiced desire to

right what is wrong.“5 Significantly, Cranford was never

George H. Ford, ed., Victorian Fiction: A Second
Guide to Research (New York: Modern Language Association
of America, 1978), p. 208.

% Mrs. Gaskell: Novelist and Biographer (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1966), p. 2.

5 Nation, 7 Dec. 1865, i, pp. 716-17; Saturday
Review, 18 Nov. 1865, pp. 638-39, Macmillan's Magazine,
Dec. 1865, pp. 153-56; Athenaeum, 18 Nov. 1965, pp. 680-
90; cited in Pollard, p. 2.




challenged by critics; few critics felt Mary Barton would

achieve lasting fame; yet it has retained its popularity.
Little of the criticism focused on the writing but
instead tended to agree or disagree with Mrs. Gaskell's
assessment of problems. This focus on the moral aspect
rather than on the literary explains a good portion of the
misunderstanding of Mrs. Gaskell's works. The books which
dealt with timely problems were too often dismissed as
outdated, both morally and socially. The universality of
many of her themes has been consistently overlooked in
the preoccupation with the moral, social, and political
aspects. Although her ideas were often considered contro-
versial during her career, Mrs. Gaskell's reputation as a
highly ranked writer at the time of her death was first

seriously challenged in W. Minto's article in Fortnightly

Review. From the time this article was published Pollard
detected a beginning trend of regarding Mrs. Gaskell as a
"second-class novelist" with a "homely" style, and accord-
ing her, "a high place among those who are comparatively
unambitious in their efforts."6 Thus the trend turned

gradually to neglect, moving from criticism of

6 W. Minto, "Mrs. Gaskell's Novels," Fortnightly
Review, Sept. 1878, XXX (N.S. XXIV), 353-69; cited in
Pollard, p. 4.




Mrs. Gaskell's moral views to misunderstanding of her
motives and to her eventual relegation to those forgotten
writers considered minor novelists.

Although the Knutsford edition of Gaskell's works in
1906 contained critical comment in the introduction, as
did Clement Shorter's World Classics edition (1906-19),
little other critical notice was taken of Mrs. Gaskell's
works during the first half of the twentieth century.
Studies by A. Stanton Whitfield and G. DeWitt Sanders
appeared in 1929 - and Yvonne ffrench's short biography in

1949, but it was The Woman Question by Aina Rubenius in

1950 that heralded a renewed interest in Gaskell's works
after a long dearth of serious consideration.

This study not only was more scholarly than some of
the past works but also pointed the path toward elements
that modern readers might find pertinent in Mrs. Gaskell's
novels previously shunted aside as dated and didactic.
The appearance of the Hopkins biography in 1952 confirmed
a new and sustained interest in a neglected and misunder-
stood artist. Perhaps most indicative of the change in
stature accorded Mrs. Gaskell is the comment by Arthur
Pollard: "In 1960 I described her as 'a major minor

novelist.' Further acquaintance has generated deeper



appreciation."7 Further acquaintance has changed more
minds than Pollard's.

In addition to the early moral criticism, other
factors most certainly influenced Mrs. Gaskell's declining
literary reputation before the renewal of interest in her
works. The usual weeding-out process seems to have
affected her works more than others of her era. Much of
an author's reputation seems to depend upon the inclusion
of the writer's works in anthologies. The Victorian era
was so prolific with writers of fiction that space require-
ments prohibit all of merit from appearing. Dickens,
Thackeray, the Brontes, and George Eliot seem to have
crowded Mrs. Gaskell from the available pages. Scott has
now suffered a similar fate, and George Eliot may be
headed that way.

Also contributing to Mrs. Gaskell's loss of readership
is a certain earnestness of her characters. They do not
have the color of those of Dickens or Thackeray nor the
passion and romance of the Brontes' creations. In subject
matter, the social problems have obscured the personal

relationships, and at first glance the characters in the

7 Arthur Pollard, "The Novels of Mrs. Gaskell,"
Bulletin of the John Ryland Library, vol. 43, no. 2,
p. 423; cited in Pollard, p. 9.




early books might appear only vehicles for presentation of
conditions. A deeper look disproves this assumption, but
for a very long time few readers took the trouble for the
deeper look. The realism of many of Mrs. Gaskell's char-
acters has worked against them in popular regard. If many
of her characters lack color, they are certainly more
realistic than the unique, often exaggerated characters
one finds in Dickens.8 But in the world of Manchester,
seen through the eyes of an author who regularly attempted
to minister to those in need, real life was made up not of
colorful figures but of people meeting their problems in
various ways, struggling to solve them in the usual manner
of providing food, finding and keeping work despite little
education, and rearing families in often sordid and
depressing conditions. Color, passion, and romance are
hard to combat with ordinary, everyday realism. There are
no villains to hate, no seductresses to admire, no out-
landish caricatures to remember.

Perhaps worst of all, insofar as student appeal is
concerned, a strong didactic element, anathema to modern
readers, is present in much of her work. In those works

in which the didacticism is less obvious, the leisurely

8 Angus Easson, ed., North and South, by Elizabeth
Gaskell (London: Oxford University Press, 1973), p. ix.




Victorian style deters the less sophisticated reader.
Modern readers, especially students, do not like a lesson,
and care even less to receive it in a weighty package.
Mrs. Gaskell's short stories could serve as a valuable
introduction to her longer works and could easily be
included in anthologies, but these have been ignored,
possibly because the novel genre has been rightly selected
as the dominant development in the Victorian period, with
little emphasis placed on shorter fictional works.

A trend toward greater understanding of the Victorian
era may change this state of affairs. A new and deeper
appreciation of this period has brought a belated realiza-
tion that Mrs. Gaskell's works fill a previously unnoticed
void. Like Jane Austen, she delights in the detailed
minutiae of everyday life and commonplace customs, but
like Dickens, she never loses sight of the suffering in
the real world. Her unique contribution lies in her
ability to view society realistically while maintaining
her optimism in the goodness of man. One of
Mrs. Gaskell's greatest literary assets is her presenta-
tion of the commonplace, even the lowly, in character and
setting, while investing the characters with human dignity
in the face of enormous, often insurmountable problems in

a changing world.



Her intention in the beginning was to provide a voice
for the poor whose suffering had been too long overlooked?
These Manchester workers were often perceived as uneducated
louts, alienated and brutish, living like animals;lO how-
ever, because of Mrs. Gaskell's church work involvement on
a day-to-day basis she knew these workers as individuals,
and her aim was to let the reading public meet them as
such, not just as statistics but as persons possessing the
senses and emotions of the destitute workers and their
families.

In form, too, Mrs. Gaskell adhered to the commonplace
structure, for the rhythm in the novels moves through
antagonism, or conflict, to reconciliation. The opposing
forces in this conflict are far from equal, with all the
power of social convention, church, and public opinion,
sometimes represented in a single character, ranged
against a lone individual or a group of individuals. The
reconciliation may not contain a happy ending, for it is
often one between opposing individuals who have both lost

and gained. Sometimes the reconciliation is between the

Lionel Stevenson, The English Novel: A Panorama
(London: Constable and Company, Limited, 1961), p. 279.

10 John Lucas, The Literature of Change: Studies in
the Nineteenth Century Provincial Novel (New York: Barnes
and Noble, 1977), p. 39.




individual and God. During the conflict the reader has
been made aware of the uniqueness of the individual, as
well as the social forces brought to bear on him. The
attitudes of society were often based on fear, misunder-
standing, or unexamined following of convention. This
conflict, ordinary as it may be in the real world, is
nevertheless an unnatural state and the following calm
restores an order to society, effected through reconcilia-
tion. The reconciliation of previously opposing forces is
brought about by heightened understanding, which in turn
releases a spirit of brotherhood and kinship.

David Cecil in Early Victorian Novelists views

Mrs. Gaskell's insistence on presenting her moral views
and the need for reconciliation as a distinct liability

which increases her

. . . natural disinclination to keep her proper
range. . . . In this she stands alone among her
contemporaries. The others . . . had the same
moral ideas but though they often enjoyed
expounding them they never looked on this as
their first duty as novelists. Mrs. Gaskell,
devout wife of a Unitarian minister, sometimes
did. A large part of her work is inspired, not
by the wish to embody an artistic conception,
but to teach her readers what she considered

an important moral lesson. 1l

1k David Cecil, Early Victorian Novelists (New York:
Bobbs-Merrill, 1935), pp. 220-21.
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This statement is basically true except for two points.
The "lesson"12 she wishes to teach is nothing less than
Christian tolerance, love, and goodwill; her "proper
range"13 was hardly confined to the easy-going rural life
depicted in Cranford since she alone of her contemporaries
lived and worked among the people in Manchester and other
places of which she wrote. Her distinctive and unusual
combination of realistic presentation of characters at
odds with society with the spiritual revelation that such
knowledge could bring to her reader marks her work as
peculiarly her own.

Just as Mrs. Gaskell was never willing to accept the
Victorian stereotype of factory workers, neither was she
satisfied to accept other stereotypes and conventions of
the time without question. Mrs. Gaskell was not a rebel
in the sense of wishing to destroy the social fabric; she
wanted rather to mend it or replace worn spots with strong
new threads. Accordingly, Mrs. Gaskell's concern reflected
the general purpose of many Victorian novels. As Deidre
David recognized, "they described and sometimes explained
the workings of a society in the process of rapid and

12 Cecil, p. 220.

13 cecil, p. 220.



11
unprecedented alteration, and . . . they tried to clarify a
proper and satisfactory place for the individual in that
society."14 In addition, these novels "engaged in a com-
plex series of mediations between the social actuality
they represented and the desires of their predominently
middle-class readers that things not be the way they were

in that actuality."15

Thus, Mrs. Gaskell brought her
readers a vision of a way to change the actuality, to
bring people together. True, it is a simple way, one of
the oldest, but also one of the most difficult. The
requirements are an intellect willing to learn and a heart
willing to love one's fellow man, in fact the Unitarian
spirit.

This study will be devoted to the reflection of the

Unitarian spirit in Elizabeth Gaskell's major novels:

Mary Barton, Ruth, North and South, Sylvia's Lovers, and

Wives and Daughters--as well as the shorter works Cranford,

"Cousin Phillis," and "Lois the Witch." It will attempt to
show that an overall unity exists in Mrs. Gaskell's works
in that they consistently express her Unitarian view of

life. The reconciliation element which has been frequently

L4 Deidre David, Fictions of Resolution in Three
Victorian Novels (New York: Columbia University Press,
1981), p. ix.,

15

David, p. ix.
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commented on " . . . as the all too obvious climax of many

Gaskell plots is an inevitable outcome of her feeling for
unity and human brotherhood."l6
The didactic, moralistic element is present in her
works as a conscious effort to present the practice of
Christian love as the key to social improvement and family
harmony. Chapter One will present backgorund of both
Elizabeth Gaskell's life and the Unitarian belief and
practice to which she adhered. Also included will be a
short history of the development of the Unitarian Church
for an appreciation of its rich heritage, so important in
Mrs. Gaskell's life. Further chapters will treat specific
Unitarian beliefs as they appear in the various works.
The Unitarian concepts that affect the morality of a
society as well as the role of the individual within such
a society will also be examined. Furthermore, the
Unitarian trust in the intelligence of man to analyze
values and make decisions, as well as the traditional
Unitarian belief in the value of education and its contri-

bution to tolerance, the touchstone of Unitarian practice,

will be discussed. A summarizing statement in the

15 Edgar Wright, Mrs. Gaskell: The Basis for
Reassessment (London: Oxford University Press, 1965),
p. 13.
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conclusion will focus on the implications and importance of
the Unitarian principles as a unifying factor extending

across and pervading Mrs. Gaskell's works.



CHAPTER ONE

THE UNITARIAN HERITAGE

As Virginia Woolf so aptly observed, ". . . every
secret of a writer's soul, every experience of his life,
every quality of his mind is written large in his work."l
Never was this statement better illustrated than in the
works of Elizabeth Gaskell. The experiences of life that
Virginia Woolf cited as being evident in an author's work

are indeed present and duly traced by Mrs. Gaskell's

biographers. Geoffrey Sharps in his work Observation and

Invention has made an exhaustive review of the life
experiences influencing Mrs. Gaskell's writing. As
Sharps noted, Mrs. Gaskell observed certain things and
"made her own, unique, comments on them,"2 moralistic or
otherwise. Even her earliest experiences are closely

related to Unitarianism.3

= Virginia Woolf, Orlando: A Biography (New York:
Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1928), p. 209.

é John Geoffrey Sharps, Mrs. Gaskell's Observation
and Invention: A Study of Her Non-Biographic Works
(Fontwell, Sussex: Linden Press, 1970), p. 7.

o Angus Easson, Elizabeth Gaskell (London: Routledge
and Kegan Paul, Ltd., 1979), p. 4.




This ideology pervaded Elizabeth Gaskell's beliefs,
lifestyle, and writing; Unitarianism is the heart of all
she thought, did, or wrote. Wider than a viewpoint, more
pervasive than a motif, more deeply integrated and all-
encompassing than a theme, the author's Unitarian spirit
found its expression in art through her writing as it
manifested itself in her life in the act of living its
principles.

This integration of life expressed in art is glimpsed
in the comment by Walter Allen that Mrs. Gaskell's
"serenity of spirit . . . existed side by side with a

vigorous social conscience of which [the novels Mary Barton

and North and South] are the fine expression."4 The flaw

here, however, is in viewing the spirit and the conscience
as separate in Mrs. Gaskell, albeit "side by side." The
peculiar influence of Unitarianism melds the two--spirit
and conscience--into one. The spirit can be serene only
when the conscience is clear concerning one's duty.
Unitarianism in its ideal practice is as much action as

belief. It is a religion characterized by tolerance,

rational thought, charitable works, and scrupulous

4 Walter Allen, The English Novel (Harmondsworth,
Middlesex, England: Penguin Books, Ltd., 1959), p. 210.
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honesty.5 These characteristics form the basis of
Elizabeth Gaskell's life as well as the four corners of
her literary world. At the center of both worlds for
Mrs. Gaskell, realistic as well as literary is

. . . a recognized dependence of man upon the
power greater than himself which he feels at the
heart of things, animating, guiding, reconciling
all by the action of a will that is neither
above law nor subject to it, but is itself Law.®
Born at Chelsea in 1810, Elizabeth Cleghorn Stevenson
had a heritage at birth of the particular kind of Dissent
expressed in Unitarianism. Her father, William Stevenson,
had prepared for the ministry,7 but certain scruples con-
cerning earning his living by the practice of his religion
caused him to cast about for other occupation. He
eventually became Keeper of the Treasury Records and
brought his family to London. Her mother, who died when
Elizabeth was scarcely one year old, had been a Holland,

and through her "Gaskell has connections with the great

4 ll8
intellectual families of the Darwins and the Wedgwoods.

> Ephraim Emerton, Unitarian Thought (Boston: The
Beacon Press, 1925), pp. 1-10.

Emerton, p. 9.

Yvonne ffrench, Mrs. Gaskell (London: Home and
Van Thal, Ltd., 1949), p. 7.

Easson, p. 2.
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After Mrs. Stevenson's death, Elizabeth was taken to live
with her widowed maternal aunt, Mrs. Lumb of Knutsford,
and was often in the company of her Holland relatives.
These people were devout Unitarians, and the entire fabric
of her life was composed of close family interaction
within a framework of Unitarian worship and way of life
compatible with the charm and easygoing pace of Knutsford?

The provencial life at Knutsford did not, however,
extend to the quality of the family members with whom the
young Elizabeth was associated. Although she seems to
have had little contact with her father after her removal
to Knutsford, her life there provided ample love and
stimulating attention. Readers who picture Elizabeth
growing to young womanhood in an exclusively female setting
in a provincial backwater lack the true circumstances
surrounding her girlhood. Even though the immediate
household of her Aunt Lumb contained besides herself and
Elizabeth only Aunt Lumb's sister Abigail, Elizabeth did
not lack for male influence and guidance nor young cousins
as playmates.10 Her three Holland uncles, her grandfather,

Samuel Holland, and her own brother, twelve years her

9 Winifred Gerin, Elizabeth Gaskell: A Biography
(London: Oxford University Press, 1976), p. 13.

10

Gerin, p. 10,
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elder, formed a closeknit extended family of ". . . strong
Dissenting stock."ll

All of the uncles had large families, each being
married a second time, and all led busy, fruitful, and
interesting lives.12 The closest uncle, Dr. Peter Holland,
was a local surgeon with a sizeable practice, a man dedi-
cated to his work despite a severe injury some five years
before Elizabeth came to Knutsford. Elizabeth often
accompanied him on his rounds, and ". . . he was for her
always the model of the practical, active man."l3 Another
uncle, Samuel Holland, was a successful quarry owner with
holdings in Liverpool and Wales. Still another uncle,
Swinton Holland, established himself as a banker and an
active participant in London society.l4 These early family
influences seemed to focus on vigorous and successful lives
within a Unitarian framework of dedication to family, com-
munity, and religion.

As Elizabeth grew, her social circle widened, yet
still contained the Unitarian family spirit and guidance

at its core. Her brother, in irregular visits to

Ll Gerin, p. 11l.

12 Gerin, pp. 10-11.

13 Gerin, p. 11.

14 Easson, p. 1l1.
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Knutsford, influenced and encouraged Elizabeth's early
attempts at writing and kept up an affectionate corre-
spondence until his mysterious disappearance abroad.15
Family influence was also a factor in the choice of a
school for Elizabeth. Avonbank, operated by a distant
relative of Mr. Stevenson's second wife, provided
Elizabeth with general instruction augmented by dancing,
drawing, and music, as well as language study in Italian
and French. Her memories of the school were pleasant
ones, and Avonbank served as inspiration for setting in
later episodes in her writing.l6

Family care and influence did not end with her
school days. After leaving Avonbank in 1827 for a sojourn

in London, she later stayed with the Rev. William Turner

family in Newcastle, ". . . a typical example of the

. . : o 17 : .
connections between Unitarian families." William

Turner had been a friend of Elizabeth's cousin Henry
Holland since school days. Turner was a schoolmaster
and a Unitarian minister whose particular type of social,

practical Christianity must have ". . . appealed both to

15 Easson, p. 15.

L Easson, p. 3.

L7 Easson, p. 3.
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the compassionate side of her nature and to her strong

nl8 Elizabeth visited the Rev. Turner's

sense of justice.
family two winters and always wrote of her association

with the family with love and deepest admiration.

On one of these visits, because of a cholera epidemic,

Elizabeth and the Rev. Turner's daughter Ann were sent
ultimately to Manchester to stay with the Turners' eldest
daughter, wife of the Rev. Robberds, minister of Cross
Street Unitarian Chapel. It was on this visit that
Elizabeth met William Gaskell, at that time serving as the

Rev. Robberds' assistant. Later he would become the

pastor there, a position which he held until his death.

He would also gain reknown as a lecturer, teacher, hymn

writer, and essayist. Her marriage to a leading Unitarian

minister of a large congregation in a fast-paced manu-

facturing center proved to be a turning point in her life.
Other than her family, the strongest factor during

Elizabeth's young years at Knutsford was religion as

she experienced its teachings in the "little primitive

19 ;
Unitarian Chapel in Brook Street," which she attended

18 Gerin, p. 41.

4 Gerin, p. 13.
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regularly with her aunt. The simplicity and informality of
the little church were much the same as they had been since
its inception in 1698. Elizabeth became close friends with
the minister Henry Green and his family. The groundwork
was laid here for an attitude of tolerance, charity, and
service that complemented Elizabeth's own "generous and
compassionate nature."20

The influence of Unitarianism in Mrs. Gaskell's 1life
is even more pervasive and deeply ingrained than that of
sensitivity to surroundings and family. Unitarianism was
such an integral part of her life that trying to form a
concept of her separate from her religion would be like
trying to separate color from the rainbow. Religion was
not, for Mrs. Gaskell, a putting on of something special
or a formal worship, although of course it included this,
but instead a way of life, a unique belief and faith out-
wardly manifested in a code of behavior upon which every
aspect of her life was based. Mrs. Gaskell could no more
have written novels without her Unitarian beliefs at their
center than she could have reared her children without the
guidance of these beliefs.

As the particular imaginative world of a writer is

wrought from that artist's "conception of life . . . in

Gerin, p. 14.
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the case of Elizabeth Gaskell there can be no doubt that

w2l

hers was a religious conception. Her faith in her

Unitarian beliefs certainly "determined her interpretation

n22 The

of those areas of life with which she dealt.
ethical considerations and religious implications in
Mrs. Gaskell's works comprise the core and purpose of all
that she wrote. The actual impact of Unitarianism on
Mrs. Gaskell's life and work is difficult for the modern
reader to understand without a grasp of the history, the
development, and the characteristics of the Unitarian
religion and tradition as these existed in Victorian
England. To the Victorian no such study would have been
needed, for the various forms of Dissent were known to
some extent by almost everyone. The reactions to the
Unitarian Church by the public often ranged from mild
prejudice to active fanaticism.23

By the nineteenth century, however, many Unitarians,

particularly in the northern and midland counties where

their numbers were quite high, held an assured place in

21 Enid L. Duthie, The Themes of Elizabeth Gaskell
(Totowa, N. J.: Rowman & Littlefield, 1980), p. 150.

22

Duthie, p. 150.

— E. L. Elliot-Binns, Religion in the Victorian Era,
2nd ed. (London: Lutterworth Press, 1946), p. 344.
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society.24 Of course, this situation had not always been
the case, and indeed, was not always the case even in
Mrs. Gaskell's lifetime or her experience. For example,
although she became fast friends with Charlotte Bronte,
she always felt Miss Bronte's father, an Anglican minister,
lacked complete trust in her because of her religious
values. After Miss Bronte's marriage, Mrs. Gaskell was
under the apprehension that Mr. Nicholls, Mr. Bronte's
assistant as well as Charlotte Bronte's new husband, would
reflect the elder Bronte's reserve and probably attempt to
discourage the friendship.25

Another incident which acknowledged a bias toward
Mrs. Gaskell's religion occurred on one of her trips abroad
with her daughters after she had become a rather widely
known author. While the group was visiting in Heidelberg,
an encounter with Charles Bosanquet, an Evangelical, pre-
cipitated a plea by her daughter Meta for her mother to
explain their religious affiliation to Mr. Bosanquet, who
had assumed they were Anglicans.26 He had never met a
Unitarian, and subsequently he and Mrs. Gaskell exchanged
e Duthie, p. 150.

£ Edgar Wright, Mrs. Gaskell: The Basis for
Reassessment (London: Oxford University Press, 1965),
p. 38.

26

Easson, p. 1ll.
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information and ideas quite amicably. A letter of
October 19, 1858, to her oldest daughter, Marianne,
describes the conversation that ensued on the walk home.
At that time Mrs. Gaskell and Mr. Bosanquet discussed
several points, with Mrs. Gaskell pointing out to
Mr. Bosanquet that the Trinity is not mentioned in the
Bible. Mr. Bosanquet then said, "that he felt a communion
with 'anyone who seeks for their religion in the Bible and
finds it there.'“27

Although Unitarians stressed religious tolerance,
other sects and religions often showed prejudice toward
Unitarians. They were particular targets of hostility from
both Anglicans and Evangelicals because of their anti-
Trinitarian belief. For example, Bosanquet's parents were
so outraged at his friendship with a Unitarian that they

28

would never even agree to meet Mrs. Gaskell. Also, a

public advertisement in the Norfolk Chronicle in 1860

\ ; w29
labeled Unitarians, "'outcasts from the Christian hope.'

27 Elizabeth Gaskell, The Letters of Mrs. Gaskell,
ed. J. A. V. Chapple and Arthur Pollard (Manchester: Man-
chester University Press, 1966), GL 405. [This and all
future references to Gaskell letters will use the Chappel
and Pollard numbering system. ]

28

Letters, GL 485.

29 Easson, p. 11l.
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Understandably, Unitarians often found themselves the
target of hostility and prejudice, but they continued to
believe that Christianity should be first and foremost a
way of life. They attached more importance to the spirit
than the letter of doctrine. This view is clearly
illustrated by an incident in her life. To her American
friend Charles Eliot Norton, as part of a long letter in
March of 1859, Mrs. Gaskell mentioned an opportunity which
Mr. Gaskell had declined, an appointment as minister to
Essex Street Chapel in London. Mr. Ham, Mr. Gaskell's
colleague, took the position, to Mrs. Gaskell's delight:

Mr. Ham goes (and we women Gaskells are none of

us sorry--oh! for some really spiritual devo-
tional preaching instead of controversy about

doctrines, --about which I am more and more
certain we can never be certain in this
world.)3U

Such a view of the importance of spirit as opposed to
doctrinal controversy is the very essence of tolerance in
the Unitarian view.

Although Mrs. Gaskell was typically Unitarian in her
tolerance for other religions, she seldom expressed her

30 Letters, GL 418.

S Raymond V. Holt, The Unitarian Contribution to
Social Progress in England (London: George Allen and
Unwin, Ltd., 1938), p. 276.
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deepest beliefs, preferring rather to live the religion she

professed. Unlike others, she "never obtruded her religion

w32

on others. In a letter to a famous Puritan of the day.,

John Bright, Mrs. Gaskell said that she had read some

material which he had sent her but admitted she was "not

w33

(Unitarianly) orthodox. Her charming invitation to

Mr. Bright to visit Silverdale specified, "I won't talk

n34

theology--Unitarian or otherwise--, and she assured

him he was to concentrate only on enjoying himself.
Unlike many of her contemporaries, Mrs. Gaskell never
used her religion to tyrannize over her children nor

allowed it to crush the natural gaiety of her own

spirits.35 In a letter written to her daughter Marianne

in 1854, evidently in answer to a comment concerning enjoy-
ment of the Anglican Church service, Mrs. Gaskell expressed
sympathy for Marianne's love of beautiful ritual but took a

stand for rational belief:

I have been thinking about Church. I quite agree
with you in feeling more devotional in Church
than in Chapel; and I wish our Puritan ancestors

32 Gerin, p. 41.

33 Letters, GL 593.

34 Letters, GL 593.

35 Gerin, p. 41.
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had not left out so much that they might have
kept in of the beautiful and impressive Church
service. But I always do feel as if the
Litany--the beginning of it I mean,--and one or
two other parts did so completely go against my
belief that it would be wrong to deaden my sense
of it's [sic] serious error by hearing it too
often. It seems to me so distinctly to go
against some of the clearest of our Saviour's
words in which he so expressly tells us to pray
to God alone. My own wish would be that you
should go to Chapel in the morning, and to Church
in the evening, when there is nothing except the
Doxology to offend one's sense of truth. I am
sure this would be right for me; although I am so
fond of the Church service and prayers as a whole
that I should feel tempted as you do. With our
feelings and preference for the Church-service I
think it is a temptation not to have a fixed
belief; but I know it is wrong to not clear our
minds as much as possible as to the nature of
that God, and tender Saviour, whom we can not
love properly unless we try and define them

clearly to ourselves. Do you understand me my
darling! I have often wished to talk to you
about this. Then the one thing I am clear and

sure about is this--that Jesus Christ was not
equal to His father; that, however divine a being
he was not God; and that worship as God addressed
to Him is therefore wrong in me; and that it is
my duty to deny myself the gratification of con-
stantly attending a service (like the morning
service) in a part of which I thoroughly dis-
agree, I like exceedingly going to afternoon
service.

Such statements as being "not (Unitarianly) orthodox"37 and

. : : w38 .
"certain only of the uncertainty of doctrines, while

36 Letters, GL 198a.

37 Letters, GL 593.

38 Letters, GL 418.
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admitting she found a more "devotional"39 feeling in the
Anglican Church service, seem strange indeed for a woman
married to a leading Unitarian minister who was herself
active in church work throughout most of her life. These
statements would hardly seem those of a woman whose
Unitarian religion is often said to be the greatest influ-
ence on her work. Upon closer investigation into the
background and development of the Unitarian Church, how-
ever, it is quite evident that within the church there was
much latitude for differences. A wide divergence of belief
was possible because of the Unitarian position on individ-
ual rational pursuit of truth. Tolerance for shades of
differences in beliefs within their own ranks as well as
the differing beliefs held by other Dissenters, Anglicans,
and Catholics was a mark of Unitarian acceptance that each
must arrive at the truth in his own way.

Possibly one of the reasons Unitarians felt so
strongly that tolerance of others' beliefs was so important
may be traced to the persecution inflicted upon early
believers whose unorthodox ideas would later form the basis
of Unitarianism in England. Known as Socinianism or
Arianism, the roots of the major Unitarian belief stretch

39 Letters, GL 198a.
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back even past the teachings of Arius, a fourth-century
priest of Alexandria. The Arian concept of Christ was
based on early Jewish-Christian ideas that called Jesus
the Son of Man and the true prophet. An unorthodox
precedent had been set even earlier by Christian theolo-
gians of the second and third centuries who were influenced
by Middle Platonism. God was "the Eternal One and
Christ . . . the devine Logos (Word) who was the image of

n40 Arius's

God and who enabled man to become one with God.
views were accepted for a time by the eastern Roman Empire,
but were declared heretical at the Council of Nicea in

325. Orthodox reasoning that a subordinate Christ could
not save man was adopted by the Nicaea and Chalcedon (451)
councils firmly establishing the doctrine of the Trinity
with Christ as God-man. Thus Arianism, an early form of
Unitarianism, was formally denounced by the orthodox
bishops. The concept of the restoration of all mankind to
God on the Last Day (Early Universalism) was also denounced
by orthodoxy, upholding the finality of heaven and hell.

Although some liberal, radical, and rationalist reformers

continued to adhere to the concepts of Unitarianism

4l "Unitarians and Universalists{. Encyclopaedia
Britannica, 1lth ed. (1911), vol. xxvil, p. 860.
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(Arianism) and Universalism, the movement lapsed into
obscurity and disorganization for many years.

The next notable departure from orthodoxy occurred
when Michael Servetus was burned at the stake in Geneva in
1553 for his refusal to renounce a belief in "the ineffable
One as the basis of reality"4l rather than the Trinity.
Despite pleas for tolerance from liberal humanists, others
were also martyred or exiled. Some Anabaptists or radical
reformers were also anti-Trinitarian, but the strongest
gains for the anti-Trinitarian believers came with the
establishment of the Minor Reformed Church or Polish
Brethren which was based on a Unitarian theology inspired
by Faustus Socinus, an Italian exile. This church
flourished from its inception in 1565 until the seventeenth
century. The Polish movement influenced radical thought in
Holland and England through publications and the preaching
of exiled ministers after the breakup of the church.
Unitarian theology eventually became established in
Transylvania, where it was granted religious tolerance and

eventually legal recognition.42
The acceptance which the Transylvania church attained

did not promote tolerance for Unitarian ideas in other

ad Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1llth ed., p. 860.

e Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1llth ed., p. 860.




31
countries, however. It was the Polish influence that first
gained a foothold in England, but not without struggle. 1In
London in 1614 and again in 1652 an English translation of
the Polish Socinian catechism was burned. As the movement
became more widespread John Bibble, an English Socinian,
was exiled and some Unitarian Anabaptists were even burned
during the reigns of Elizabeth I and James I.43

As important as these early developments were,
especially in establishing the precedents of independence
of thought and action, the mainstream of British Unitar-
ianism was an outgrowth of Calvinist Puritanism. The path
was not a direct one. The great majority of the cldest
Unitarian congregations "came into being as a result of
the Great Ejection in 1662 when over 1,500 clergymen gave

ndé

up their positions in the Church of England. The

Anglican churchmen such as Samuel Clark who held such unor-
thodox ideas were in a most awkward position. If they
remained in the Church of England, "their influence was

nullified by the incompatibility of their views with their

. . ; w45 !
subscription to the Thirty-nine Articles. Anglican

43 Earl Morse Wilbur, A History of Unitarianism:
Socinianism and Its Antecedents (Cambridge, Massachusetts:
Harvard University Press, 1947), p. 3.

44 Ho1t, p. 288.

45 Holt, p. 288.
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reformers petitioned Parliament to relax subscription, but
this move proved unsuccessful.

The members of most of the congregations established
in 1662 formed Dissenting congregations which often called
themselves Presbyterians, but "they had no Presbyterian
organization and no connection with the Scottish Presby-

terians."46

Others were Independent or Congregationalist
while still others were Baptist.

Theophilus Lindsey, founder of the Essex Street
Chapel, established the first Unitarian chapel in England
in 1774, long after the Great Ejection. 1In leaving the
Church of England because he could not in good conscience
subscribe to the Articles, he was the exception rather
than the rule in continuing in a ministry. The ejected
ministers and those who left later, as Lindsey did, usually
did not continue in the ministry but instead took up some
other career.47

In this respect, the character of Mr. Hale in the book

North and South is more typical than the real-life

Mr. Lindsey of Essex Street. Mr. Hale was not required to

give up his living if he remained in the same position,

46 holt, p. 288.

47 Holt, pp. 287-88.
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but if he accepted a calling to another parish he would
be required to reaffirm his subscription to the Articles.
He felt that if he could not swear to these, even if he
turned down the calling to avoid the dilemma, that he was
practicing his religion under false pretenses.48 Mr. Hale
took a job as a tutor in Manchester. There is no indica-
tion that he considered seeking a position elsewhere in
other faiths. This attitude is quite consistent with the
scrupulous honesty practiced by the Unitarians.

Many of the churches established because of the
Ejection died out during the eighteenth century, but of
those that survived, about 160 became Unitarian. Thus more
than half of the existing Unitarian Churches were descended
from seventeenth-century Puritans.

It must be remembered, of course, that the ejected
ministers of 1662 did not declare themselves nor consider
themselves Unitarian. Their theology did not strictly
conform to Unitarian belief at that time, nor did that of
the congregations that established themselves in Dissent.
Instead, they gradually came to be Unitarian in belief, if

not name, after the middle of the eighteenth century.49

48 Elizabeth Gaskell, North and South (Harmondsworth,
Middlesex, England: Penguin Books, Ltd., 1970), p. 67.

43 Owen Chadwick, The Victorian Church, Part I,
3rd ed. (London: Adam & Charles Black, 1971), p. 391.




34
These Dissenters' places of worship were often

referred to as meeting houses, meaning "not a place where
men meet each other but as a place where men meet God."50
Traditionally these meeting houses were called chapels, the
formal name usually containing only the location and not
often including the denomination. For example, the large
Unitarian church where Mr. Gaskell served for so many years
was the Cross Street Chapel, not designated formally as to
denomination. Many congregations which had considered
themselves Presbyterian after the Ejection continued under
the name of Presbyterian even after they had embraced the
Unitarian beliefs. This change of belief was a gradual
one, but by 1830 the majority were Unitarian in creed,
"and of course, these congregations occupied the property
and used the endowments of their Presbyterian forebears.”51
The little Knutsford chapel that Mrs. Gaskell recalled all
of her life with such fond memories was Jjust such a meeting
house. Established at a time when Dissenters tried to
remain as inconspicuous as possible, the chapel had existed

since 1698, the same year when an act was passed making a

denial of the Trinity doctrine a penal offense.

50 Ho1t, p. 289.

51 chadwick, p. 392.
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The Trust Deeds of such Dissenting chapels as were
established at that time did not usually prescribe the
nature of the doctrine to be preached there. These "Open
Trusts"52 were thought by the nineteenth century Unitarians
to have been set forth in this manner by their Puritan
forebears so as to "allow for future theological develop-
ments, and . . . this openness of mind was a characteristic

of English Presbyterians."53

These new Presbyterians may
well have been the most reluctant Dissenters of all time.
They maintained a position of hope that they could be
reunited with the Church of England, and "for a generation
they refused to ordain new ministers of their own and only
began to do so when it was quite clear that their hopes of
comprehension would not be gratified."54 As hopes dimmed
for reinstatement as a part of the Anglican Church, the
Presbyterian congregations began to take on a unique
character, developing certain characteristics as well as
solidifying their beliefs. Unitarians were not averse to

an open proclamation of their beliefs. Their sermons were

more intellectual than those of many dissenting pastors.

2 Holt, p. 289.

53 Holt, p. 289.

>4 Holt, p. 295.
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The congregations were generally educated, and they varied
more than most churches and congregations in their beliefs.

The ideas of three men greatly influenced the

Prebyterian, or moderate party among the English Dissent-
ers. Calvin's doctrine of the absolute providential rule
of God, the scientist Isaac Newton's picture of a mathe-
matically regular universe, and the philosopher John
Locke's plea for common sense and open discussion fused to
form a nucleus for a different kind of statement of faith.
Presbyterian Dissenters preached God as the sole creator
and ruler of the world, best worshipped by a moral life,
with Christ as a messenger for God and a model for man.
Other than a rejection of the concept of the Trinity, "it
is hard to find a doctrine which all those in the movement

w35

held. A belief in the subordinate rank of Christ is

56 rather than essential. Many Dissenters

57

"incidental"
questioned the teaching about atonement and hellfire.
This different kind of statement of faith came finally to
be that which was eventually recognized as Unitarianism.

The moderate Presbyterians became something quite differ-

ent in time although in most cases the congregations still

>3 Wilbur, p. 3.

56 Wilbur, p. 3.

57 chadwick, p. 392.
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met in the same chapels where they had been meeting since
the Ejection had forced them from the Anglican Church.

This gradual trend toward independence of belief
illustrates a notable feature of Unitarianism, the ten-
dency to work out logically the wider principles of the
Reformation rather than to formulate systems of theology.
Unitarians resisted laying down a creed, stressing rather
a free inquiry by individuals into personal religious
belief. Unitarian Churches are in agreement on many points
of doctrine with the theology of all churches and sects,
both past and present.58

Despite the wide divergence of opinion taken for
granted in the Presbyterian and Unitarian Churches, a
divisive note arose with John Wesley's evangelical revival.
This Evangelical movement resulted in a renewal of
orthodoxy that subsequently split the Dissenters into
orthodox and liberal factions. Joseph Priestly, better
known to moderns as a scientist, was a dedicated Dissent-
ing minister who began to preach Unitarian Christianity.
His concept of Jesus was that although a man, he was
unique in his miracles and resurrection, with only God

being all-powerful and all-knowing. Many old Presbyterian

A Wilbur, p. 586.
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congregations who had not followed the evangelical lead of
John Wesley became Unitarian, augmented by other groups of
various kinds which adopted the Unitarian position. A
precedent was set at this time by Dissenting preachers to
use only the words of Scripture when asked to define their
faith in orthodox terms.59

As the split between the two factions widened, those
who were determined to prove that dissent did not lead to
heresy felt they must loosen the connection with Unitar-
ianism. This break was finally accomplished by means of
two lawsuits, by which the Unitarians inadvertently brought
disaster upon themselves. When, in 1816, one of the
Unitarian ministers was discovered to be in actuality a
Trinitarian, the congregation tried to dismiss him, but it
was held that their chapel was built when it was illegal
to be a Unitarian; therefore no endowment could have been
made to support Unitarian belief. Also, money later col-
lected would necessarily be connected to the endowment and
thus given to the Trinitarians.6O The effect of the law-
suit was the loss of legal rights to chapel property by
the Unitarians. The other case involved a fund left in
1704 by Lady Hewley for retired preachers or their widows

59 Holt, p. 280.

0 chadwick, p. 393.
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and administered by Unitarian trustees. Independents at
Manchester challenged the trusteeship, and in 1833 won the
suit. On appeals, the judgement was upheld finally by the
House of Lords in 1842. This decision made it apparent
"that anyone could challenge a Unitarian congregation and
strip its endowments provided that the congregation existed

before 1813,"61

which was the first time Unitarians were
legally recognized. The Open Trust Deeds mentioned earlier
had seemed in prior years to be an instrument peculiarly
suited to those precepts of intellectual freedom later to
be called Unitarian. The ruling, in effect, placed the
developments resulting in Unitarianism beyond the scope
intended in the Open Trusts.

The question was finally resolved, however, by the
reasonable plea that "within living societies doctrine

62

cannot be static."” Finally a bill was introduced into

the House of Lords on May 3, 1844, to remedy what many saw
as an injustice and even a hardship in some cases. Known

finally as the Dissenters Chapels Act, the bill was passed,

but not without much agitation.63 With this act, the

61l chadwick, p. 397.

o2 Chadwick, p. 397.

63 Chadwick, p. 398.
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little Brook Street Chapel at Knutsford established in
1698 well before the date of 1813 was spared the problems
that might have arisen. Cross Street Chapel in Manchester,
established in 1662 and destined to play such a dominant
role in the lives of William and Elizabeth Gaskell and
indeed in the course of the city itself, was particularly
vulnerable until the Dissenters Chapel Act removed the
danger of seizure of endowment and property.

Status and use of chapels also became the focus of
one of the five points listed as grievances and formulated
by the United Committee in 1833. From October of 1753 a
man and woman could be legally married only in the Parish
Church of England, unless they were Quakers or Jews.64
Thus the little chapel that meant so much to the early
religious life of Elizabeth Stevenson could not be the
scene of her wedding; nor was it legal to be married in
Cross Street Chapel, despite the fact that Mr. Robberds,
whom Elizabeth revered, was its minister and William
Gaskell, the groom, was the chapel's assistant minister.

Other points that many Dissenters saw as infringe-

ments of their civil rights included the following points:
1) State registration of births was permitted

only in baptismal registers of parish churches.

64 Chadwick, p. 80.
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Children whose parents had chosen another form of
worship were thus baptised into a faith which the
parents had rejected.

2) The church yards that belonged to the
Anglican Church were the burial sites for everyone.
Until private companies established neutral ceme-
teries in London and a few chapels had little grave-
yvard gardens, "the Dissenter must be buried in a
cemetery either with rites which he disapproved or
in total silence."65

3) The degrees of the two great universities of

Oxford and Cambridge, as well as a new college in

Durham, were confined to those persons subscribing to

the Thirty-Nine Articles of the Church of England.

These restrictions effectively barred Dissenters of

every kind from the Universities.

The University College was founded in London in 1826
but could not confer degrees. To obtain a degree, a Dis-
senter was forced to cross the border into Scotland as
William Gaskell had done. Mr. Gaskell remained a life-

long advocate for education for everyone and proved an

indefatigable worker in Manchester College, established

65 Chadwick, p. 80.
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in 1786. The United Committee placed the need for Dis-
senters to be admitted to Oxford and Cambridge to
matriculate as a pressing matter.66

4) Local taxation was administered by the
parish church through a meeting of members to set
tax rates for the parish. These taxes on all citi-
zens were used not only to aid the poor and maintain
roads but also to repair the parish church and pay
for various other items concerning the church set by
convention. This method of taxation compelled Dis-
senters by law to subscribe to a religion which they
rejected. Organized resistance to this proved to be
the "chief weapon for driving a wedge in the power

of the Church of England.“67
The movement for abolishment of the four grievances
as well as the parish marriage requirement found broad
support. Public petitions in 1833 numbering 1,094 for
relief from Dissenting disabilities gained 343,094

signatures.68

These signatures represented a significant number in

light of the general decline in church-going especially in

6 Chadwick, p. 80.
67 Chadwick, p. 81.
68

Chadwick, p. 80.
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the Church of England. Despite revitalization efforts in
the Angelican Church early in the nineteenth century, as
the towns grew this trend of non-attendance became increas-
ingly evident in urban areas, particularly in the Church
of England. 2 surprisingly large number of Dissenters of

various kinds did attend church, however.69

Although the
Victorian era is perceived as a church-oriented society,
the Church of England realized that as rural people moved
to the cities they did not align themselves with a new
church there. A survey which was made in 1851 "revealed
in painful detail that the church had not succeeded in
securing or recapturing the allegiance of large sections
of society and particularly of the urban working-
classes.70 On Census Sunday March 30, 1851, there were
eighteen million people in England and Wales, but "only
seven million were shown to have attended a place of

w71

religious worship on that date. This figure was in all

probability even an inflated number as those who attended

both morning and evening worship were counted twice. Of

B J. H. Bettey, Church and Community: The Parish
Church in English Life (New York: Barnes and Noble,
1979), p. 100.

70

Bettey, p. 128.

il Bettey, p. 128.
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this seven million, only three and one-half million
attended the Anglican Church. Even these statistics do not
reflect the "pitifully small"72 attendance in cities as
the overall figure represented "the comparatively large
attendance in rural areas and the small country towns."73
The Church of England had lost the loyalty of the working
people.

It has been suggested that when people lived in
villages where they had been known all their lives they
attended from custom or social pressures, but when "work-
ing men and families moved to the new towns their attend-
ance often lapsed in the new environment"74 where they
were comparatively anonymous in the crowded slums. From
these statistics gathered by the churchmen of the time,
it is evident that "the idea that Victorian churches were
full or that church-going was the accepted normal practice
is a myth."75

As the attendance in Anglican city parishes lagged,
the attendance of Dissenter chapels grew, despite the fact
that many workers in the city attended no church. It is
significant that in Mrs. Gaskell's first book, set in the

72 74

Bettey, p. 128. Bettey, p. 129.

75
e Bettey, p. 128 Bettey, p. 129.



slums of Manchester, that church attendance, except for
Alice Wilson, is not mentioned. From her charity work,
Mrs. Gaskell was all too aware on a personal level that
church attendance was not a part of the lives of many
working people, as the 1851 census had also shown.

These findings were quite significant to the
Gaskells. Cross Street Chapel was a large and prosperous
church, counting some of the leading manufacturers in
Manchester as members as well as many working-class

people.76

Of course the Gaskells knew quite well from
experience that there were large numbers of people living
in the working-class neighborhoods who did not attend
Cross Street nor any other church. They, like many other
Unitarians, were dedicated to an out-reach program that
emphasized relief, both physical and spiritual, among the
poor, whether members or not. Assistance was often dis-
pensed on a personal basis in the areas where the people
lived. Mrs. Gaskell was active in bringing relief during
depressed times and was a diligent worker in the schools
established for the under-privileged children who often
worked all week in the factories. These Sunday schools
were held on the only day off for the workers and their

76 Gerin, p. 52.

45
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children. The schools taught reading and other subjects as
well as Bible study. Mrs. Gaskell was also active in pro-
curing medicine for those unable to afford a doctor's
services, as well as ministering to alcoholics, unwed
mothers, and prostitutes.77

Such extensive social programs established by Cross
Street Chapel and other Unitarian churches ministered to
the physical needs of the poor while the intellectual free-
dom which the Unitarians encouraged fed the spirit of its
members. The scientific findings which shook the founda-
tions of orthodoxy bolstered the framework of a religion
based on reason and reinforced and augmented a belief in
natural cause and effect rather than miracles. The new
scientific advances that precipitated a crisis of faith in
most churches probably contributed to the growth and
expansion of Unitarianism.78

The focus on reason and logic caused at least one
problem in Unitarianism, however. Some believers found
the intellectual approach to religion lacking in warmth

and spirit. Unitarians became divided to some extent

between those who founded their religion on rationalism

i Gerin, p. 51.

8 Chadwick, p. 24.
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and those who felt the church needed an infusion of spirit.
James Martineau led this latter faction, but the church
even in its search for a new spirit kept its belief in the
power of human reason and the innate goodness of man.79
For this reason, the scientific developments of the age,
focused in Darwin's theory of the evolutionary processes,
was not a threat to their faith but rather a "further
confirmation in their belief in the power of human
reason."80 The Unitarians felt no loss of faith but
rather "rejoiced as they saw the plan of nature being

w81 Their

unfolded without recourse to marvel or mystery.
religion was not dependent on a concept of fear of punish-
ment in hell, nor heaven as a reward after suffering on
earth. In response to the accusation often directed at
Unitarianism as a system of morals rather than a religion
to depend on for the eternal, Ephraim Emerton, a prominent
American Unitarian religious writer, concludes, "The
Unitarian draws no line between the religion by which he

will live and that by which he is ready to die."82

e David B. Parke, The Epic of Unitarianism (Boston:
Starr King Press, 1957), p. 72.

Bl Coral Lansbury, Elizabeth Gaskell: The Novel of
Social Crisis (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1975), p. 194.
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Although the Unitarians were aware that neither morality
nor philosophy constitutes religion, they were willing to
focus on problems of the world and to trust God for the
hereafter. Thus the religion of the Unitarians, focusing
as it did on earthly problems, developed early a network
for community service through their churches as well as
by individuals.83

Stressing as it did independence of thought, the

concepts of Unitarianism attracted laymen of high principle
from the very beginning. Some of the outstanding early
leaders and even some as late as the nineteenth century
were never publicly associated with Unitarianism but con-
tributed greatly nevertheless. Such a person was Thomas
Firmin. Despite the gradual growth and development of the
ideas now thought of as Unitarian, the word was not applied
nor even known in England until Firmin financed the publi-
cation of a series of Unitarian tracts in 1687 entitled "A
Brief History of Unitarians, called also Socinians,"”
written by Stephen Nye.84 Firmin remained inside the

Church of England as the Anglican Church required Assent

to the Articles only by clergymen, not by laymen. During

83 Holt, pp. 17-19.

o Holt, p. 284.
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the seventeenth century many Unitarians were powerful both
within and outside the Church of England. Many had close
friends who were high officials in the Church, even "at
the very time when an Act was being passed making the

85
holding of anti-Trinitarian views a penal offence.”

Thomas Firmin and John Biddle, who had been imprisoned
and saved from death only by Oliver Cromwell's interven-—
tion, early set the standard for philanthropy as a part of
the Unitarian ethic. Firmin said that he learned from
Biddle that it was necessary to distrust mere token giving
of alms, but instead to attack social distress by more
stringent economic methods. Firmin was highly regarded
and well known for his philanthropy. Some of this early
efforts consisted of providing employment in 1665 after
the Great Plague. Later in 1686, Firmin employed 1,700
people in a linen warehouse which he built to provide
employment for the poor. The workers were paid at the
prevailing wage, but Firmin considered this pay insuffi-
cient and augmented it by various supplements. A woolen
mill was also established to be operated along the same
lines, but neither of these factories was self-sustaining.

Firmin collected funds from his friends as well as making

85 Holt, p. 285.
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large contributions personally. He established a store for
corn and coal and sold them to the poor in hard times for
cost. Firmin was largely responsible for rebuilding and
improving Christ's Hospital while he served on its govern-
ing board, as well as being one of the earliest to work
toward prison reform.86

As important to the Unitarian belief as the charitable
works were of such men as Firmin and Biddle, even more
basic was the independence of thought and conscience upon
which such actions are founded. Without this freedom of
the mind and dependence upon rational use of man's intel-
ligence, the cornerstone of Unitarianism, there could not
have existed the Unitarian Church as it came to be in
Mrs. Gaskell's time. Emerton states that the Unitarian
position is basically "the right to differ, the most
precious right of the thinking man."87 Man's intellect,

88

"a divine gift to man," should not be "degraded and

insulted by being asked to accept things that are contrary

n89

to its normal processes. This belief accounts for the

Unitarian's strict adherence to honesty. Anything less
is viewed as an insult to one's intellect.

ae Holt, pp. 283-85. 88 Emerton, p. 23.

.. 9
87 Emerton, p. vii. 8 Emerton, p. 25.
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This belief in the "right of the thinking man"90
extends to the Unitarian attitude toward science as dis-
covered truth which in the end must be beneficial to man's
belief in God. On a more personal level, honesty in action
and word was perceived as the logical expression of the
mind and heart of a logical and moral person. Lack of
honesty distorted and warped the social fabric as well as
personal relationships. If society were dishonest or
intolerant in its attitudes, the matter of honesty could
become a very real dilemma, as it does for the Rev. Benson
in Ruth, where Mrs. Gaskell explores the question of which
is the greater honesty--that of obeying the heart or
conscience or following the social conventions that exist
in an unChristian-like society. The same mental toughness
that forced Unitarians to look realistically at scientific
findings and personal relationships also was responsible
for their honesty in assessing the needs of society and
for determining what their duty should be in helping to
ameliorate these problems. In a letter to Eliza Fox in
1850 Mrs. Gaskell explores her conscience with honesty to
analyze her joy in having a new house when she knows that
SO many are 1in need:

S Emerton, p. 1iv.
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. . 1f I had neither conscience nor prudence
I should be delighted, for it certainly is a
beauty. . . . You must come and see us in it,
dearest Tottie, and try and make me see 'the
wrong the better cause' and that it is right to
spend so much ourselves on so purely selfish a
thing as a house is, while so many are wanting——
thats [sic] the haunting thought to me. . . .21
This self-awareness, perceived as a particular kind
of honesty, gave rise to the concept that a true Christian
must be of service to one's fellow man, wherever need was
evident. Giving-in to one's feelings of sorrow and loss
or for any reason avoiding one's Christian duty was per-
ceived as sinful in a world filled with needs of other
people. In large measure this belief became the catalyst
that launched Elizabeth Gaskell into her career of profes-
sional writing. When William Gaskell became worried about
his wife's physical and mental health after the death of
their little son, it seems in character that he "urged his

w92

wife to sublimate her grief by writing a novel. He

applied to this personal loss that concept which he had so
often preached from his pulpit:

Sorrow turned inwards . . . was a dull and
numbing emotion, but directed towards social

91 Letters, GL 69.
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grief, it could not only heal, but be healed
in the process.

Mr. Gaskell's suggestion that his wife use her own
particular talents in a way that would benefit those that
they perceived to be in need bore abundant fruit.

Mrs. Gaskell not only found a measure of relief from her
sorrow but she performed a service to man that she was
peculiarly fitted to do. Mrs. Gaskell had been something
of a writer since girlhood, but she had used her talents
mainly for her own enjoyment. She often expressed her
ideas and feelings in diaries, journals, and the like.

She had, however, shown an interest earlier in bringing
the poor of Manchester to public attention when she and
her husband had collaborated on a poem called "Sketches
Among the Poor: No. 1" which was conceived as the first
of a series. This poem which saw limited publication
plainly indicates her interest in those about her in Man-
chester who were in dire need. As indicated in this poen,
she viewed these poor people not only as numbers or masses
of people, but as individuals with needs, desires, loves,

and intelligence.94 Her writing both she and her husband

93 Lansbury, p. 18.
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saw as a service for others as well as a personal involve-
ment that enabled her to go on with her life after the loss
of their son.

William and Elizabeth Gaskell's great faith in working
to help others attests to a strong tenet in their religion.
Many people regarded the Unitarians "as less a religious
sect than a political group, radical in temperament,

95

reformers by design.” But in reality, the practicing

Unitarian was "committed to social involvement as the

w96 For the Unitarian this

visible expression of his faith.
insistence on action to overcome grief or other personal
problems demonstrates as well as strengthens one's
Christian faith. Mrs. Gaskell included such a reinvolve-
ment in worldly concerns as a form of healing later in her
short novelette "Cousin Phillis." The incident is in many
ways a reflection of Mrs. Gaskell's life after the loss of
her son. Phillis has collapsed after learning that the

man she loves has married another in Canada. After suffer-
ing a long and almost fatal illness of brain fever, she
gradually recovers but only up to a certain point.

Although Phillis regained her physical strength, her energy

25 Lansbury, p. 12.

96 Lansbury, p. 12.
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and interest in life did not return. She took little

97

notice of life around her. Neither her father's gift of

blue ribbons nor her Latin books brought to her by her
mother can bring her from her lethargy. It is, in this
case, the family servant Betty who speaks the plain truth
to her, much as Mr. Gaskell must have spoken to his wife
Elizabeth:
"Now, Phillis!" said she, coming up to the sofa;
"we ha' done a' we can for you, and th' doctors
has done a' they can for you, and I think the
Lord has done a' He can for you, and more than
you deserve, too, if you don't do something for
yourself. If I were you, I'd rise up and snuff
the moon, sooner than break your father's and
your mother's hearts wi' watching and waiting
till it pleases you to fight your own way back

to cheerfulness. There, I never favoured long
preachings, and I've said my say."98

Betty's "say" (and perhaps Mr. Gaskell's also), plain
talk and common sense, provides the catalyst that no other
appeal could accomplish. Only two short paragraphs follow
this scene from "Cousin Phillis." Phillis herself suggests
that she go for a visit to Paul's parents, something she

had not considered before her illness changed her life so

97 Elizabeth Gaskell, "Cousin Phillis," in Cousin

Phillis and Other Tales, ed. Angus Easson, The World's
Classics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981), p. 354.

98

"Cousin Phillis," p. 354.
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dramatically. Phillis expresses her belief that she "will

99

go back to the peace of the old days." Phillis is not

aware of a change at this point, but she will never return

to the "old days."lOO Her earlier laying aside her

"childish pinafore"lol for "a woman's apron"102

hints at
the change already begun and culminates in her decision to
become a part of a larger world outside the farm. Although
the story ends at this point, "one thing seems certain;
that her final hope for a return to the old ways is a vain
one. She cannot be a child again. . . ."103 These days

of innocence for Phillis are gone as surely as the days
when Mrs. Gaskell treasured and loved her beloved little
son. It is not the loss, according to Mrs. Gaskell's
religion, but the going forward to fulfill duties to loved

ones and society that ultimately makes a difference in

one's world.

93 "Cousin Phillis," p. 354.

100 "Cousin Phillis," p. 354.

04 Angus Easson, ed., Cousin Phillis and Other Tales,
The World's Classics (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1981), pp. Xiii-xiv.

102

Easson, pp. xiii-xiv.

103 gasson, pp. xiii-xiv.
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Thus, action as a "visible expression of . .. faith"104
is in great measure the basis of all of the major writing
that Mrs. Gaskell produced.105 This faith that found its
expression in Mrs. Gaskell's writing emanated from a
religion whose "theology was an optimistic affirmation of

n1 06

man as a rational being who could make a difference in

his world through his own efforts. The practice of religion

w107 Unlike other

lay in "doing the good that came to hand.
authors of the day who knew of the suffering factory
workers and their families only by statistics, Mrs. Gaskell
from her first-hand knowledge gained from church relief
work knew the people as individuals--starving, desperate,

and trapped individuals. Her powers of description were

employed in Mary Barton, not to create the scenes of

earthly beauty that she loved so well but rather to make
her reader feel the numbing cold and chilling dampness, to
experience the horror she had seen of a child literally
starving to death. This book, as all that followed, was

based on Elizateh Gaskell's fervent desire to help people

04 Lansbury, p. 18.

i Lansbury, p. 18.

=G Lansbury, p. 1ll.

407 Easson, Elizabeth Gaskell, p. 12.
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to know each other, to care for each other, and to solve
their problems together with Christian love.

Mrs. Gaskell's motives for the writing of Mary Barton

are found in some of her correspondence. In a letter
written in early 1849 in answer to one from Mrs. Sam Greg,
wife of a literary critic whose family was important in

manufacturing, Mrs. Gaskell says in part:

. « . I have heard much about the disapproval
which Mr. Greg's family have felt with regard to
'M.B.,"' and have heard of it with so much regret
that I am particularly glad that Mr. Sam Greg
does not participate in it. I regretted the
disapprobation, not one whit on account of the
testimony of it, but because I knew that such a
feeling would be conscientiously and thoughtfully
entertained by men who are acquainted by long
experience with the life, a portion of which I
had endeavoured to represent; and whose actions
during a long course of years have proved that
the interests of their work-people are as dear
to them as their own. Such disapproval, I was
sure, would not be given if the writing which
called it forth were merely a free expression of
ideas; but it would be given if I had misrepre-
sented, a part as the whole, as that people at a
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