
T h e Female Visitor and 
the Marriage of Classes 
in Gaskell's North and 
South 
D O R I C E W I L L I A M S E L L I O T T 

January 1856 review of F. D. Mau­
rice's Lectures to Ladies on Practical 
Subjects published in the Edinburgh 

Review addressed a topic that was familiar to mid-nineteenth-
century audiences: 

It is plain that this whole mat ter of visiting a m o n g the poor, 
whe ther isolated or organised visiting be in question, is the subject 
of m u c h anxiety to many of the lecturers. . . . It is n o wonder it 
should be so. All see how dangerous a thing it would be to check 
these intercourses; often the sole means by which the rich obtain 
an insight into the struggles of the poor. Yet we are constantly 
m a d e aware of o the r dangers arising out of visiting; and especially 
of District Visiting. 1 

The reviewer's language calls attention to the uneasiness that 
many people in mid-nineteenth-century England felt on the 
subject of female visitors to the poor. The position of the 
female visitor, as the reviewer presents it, is one of double 
danger: it would be "dangerous" to "check" their dealings 
with the poor, but those very dealings are fraught with "other 
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friendships with working men. 1 1 But the most frequent and 
common interpersonal exchanges between members of dif­
ferent classes were those between middle-class women and 
their servants and between female visitors and the poor fami­
lies they visited. 1 2 Thus, such contacts took on a crucial ideo­
logical significance for those concerned about class relations 
and working-class unrest. 

A writer quoted in The District Visitor's Manual, a manual 
designed to instruct women visitors on proper relations with 
the poor, stresses the important social—and political—role of 
such personal contacts: 

It is, in t ru th , only by means of a more frequent and friendly 
in te rchange of feeling than has hi ther to prevailed among the dif­
ferent o rde r s of the community, that the bond of social union can 
be permanent ly s t rengthened. T h u s alone may the more ad­
vanced civilization of the educated ranks be b rought to bear u p o n 
the tone of morals and manner s which pervade the nation at 
large; and thus alone can the h igher classes acquire that int imate 
knowledge of the wants and habits of their inferiors, which will 
qualify them wisely to adapt their various plans of beneficence [a 
footnote adds, "May it not be a d d e d — o r of legislation?"] to the 
real necessities of those whom they desire to serve. 

Few a m o n g the rich a re aware how easily they might thus 
s u r r o u n d themselves with an impregnable barr ier of attach­
men t ,—a barr ier which no political convulsion would be able to 
destroy. '3 

" See J.EC. Harrison, A History of the Working Men's College, 1854—1954 (Lon­
don: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1954). 

1 2 Interestingly, manuals and other published advice to visitors often equate 
middle-class women's influence on servants in their own homes with their influence 
in the homes of the poor, although their relative position in the two situations is 
quite different. See, for instance, Charles Kingsley's popular lecture "The Country 
Parish," in Lectures to Ladies on Practical Subjects, ed. F. D. Maurice, 2d ed. (Cam­
bridge: Macmillan, 1856), p. 53. Visiting, in some cases, was actually taken up as part 
of a program of finding or training good servants. See Jessica Gerard, "Lady Bounti­
ful: Women of the Landed Classes and Rural Philanthropy," Victorian Studies, 30 
(1987), 199; and Pamela Horn, The Rise and Fall of the Victorian Servant (Dublin: Gill 
and Macmillan, 1975), pp. 36-37- For a discussion of middle-class women as media­
tors of class through their relations with servants, see Anne Summers, "A Home 
from Home—Women's Philanthropic Work in the Nineteenth Century," in Fit Work 
for Women, ed. Sandra Burman (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1979), pp. 33-63. 

•3 Christopher Benson, "A Sermon Preached in Behalf of the General Society 
for Promoting District Visiting," in The District Visitor's Manual, 2d ed. (London: John 
W. Parker, 1840), p. 31. 
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Not only were women visitors to shed their moralizing influ­
ence on the lower classes, but they were also to serve as the 
chief investigators of the working-class condition—"thus 
alone can the higher classes acquire . . . intimate knowledge 
of the wants and habits of their inferiors." Despite the noto­
riety of male professional investigators like Henry Mayhew 
or Peter Gaskell, there were many more women in a posi­
tion to observe the poor at first hand than there were men. 
Even organizations like the Charity Organization Society, 
which prided itself on its scientific and theoretically sound 
principles, relied on women visitors to do its fieldwork. 
Since women visitors were so vital to the work of the 
social—investigating, managing, and mediating relations be­
tween classes—it is not surprising that male professionals 
were anxious not only about what good or harm female 
visitors might do, but also about female competition within 
the social sphere. 

While most people agreed that women visitors (at least 
when their visits were carried out properly) were important 
and necessary to harmonious class relations and to the 
smooth functioning of society, few would have actually advo­
cated women's intervention in industrial class relations. Yet 
intervene is exactly what Margaret does in North and South. 
Although her initial effort to ward off violence by protecting 
Thornton is seen by most of the characters in the book as 
inappropriate and misguided, in her less public social role as 
a visitor Margaret does replace class conflict between Thorn­
ton and Higgins with personal contact. When Gaskell has 
Margaret teach Thornton, the factory owner, that he can 
initiate such personal contact with his employees in their 
homes as well as in the workplace, she is not merely idealizing 
or romanticizing industrial relations; rather, she is advocat­
ing a type of social management, pioneered by women in the 
social space of the home and based on firsthand knowledge 
of and practical experience with the poor rather than on the 
principles of political economy or other theoretical abstrac­
tions. Social management based on the personal contacts of 
women in homes is central to Gaskell's social vision. Marga­
ret's mediations between groups with apparently opposed 
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interests serve as a model of social action not just for women, 
but for both men and women as they operate within the 
sphere of the social. It is also significant that in Gaskell's 
novel the female visitor is not under the supervision of male 
professionals; in fact, her mediation is represented as supe­
rior to theirs. 

Visiting the poor had long been regarded 
as the province of ladies. Wives and daughters of the landed 
classes traditionally visited the poor on their estates and in the 
villages surrounding them, dispensing charity, giving advice, 
and exhorting the poor to religion.1* In North and South Gas-
kell idealizes this kind of charitable visiting for ladies in the 
Helstone sections, and when she has Margaret take up charita­
ble visiting in industrialized Milton-Northern, Gaskell seems 
to some critics to urge a return to benevolent paternalism as 
the solution to urban class conflict. : 5 Margaret, however, is not 
simply an urban "Lady Bountiful." In her interactions with 
the Higgins family she quickly learns that the role of the be­
nevolent patron is both inappropriate and ineffective in deal­
ing with the urban working classes. As a visitor, she cannot 
simply dispense charity and reinforce deference, but rather 
must promote understanding and even intercede to prevent 
violence between "masters" and "men" involved in open class 
conflict of a kind hardly imagined in the rural South. Keeping 
the sympathy and sincere interest in the poor that she learned 
as a rural clergyman's daughter, Margaret modifies her atti­
tudes and adapts her charitable practices to fit the new social 

•4 In her essay Gerard discusses the way in which the traditional rural "Lady 
Bountiful" role had a renewed ideological significance in the nineteenth century. 
"In their role as Lady Bountiful," she writes, "women of the nineteenth-century 
gentry and aristocracy reinforced the landed classes' rule over the rural poor, 
implementing paternalism and enforcing deference. . . . They made the personal 
contacts so crucial for maintaining the system of patriarchal control and defer­
ence" (pp. 183-84). 

•a For instance, the thesis of Ivan Melada's The Captain of Industry in English Fiction, 
1821-1811 (Albuquerque: Univ. of New Mexico Press, 1970) is that nineteenth-
century industrial novels chart the progress of industrialists in assimilating the princi­
ples of paternalism. 
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circumstances she encounters in the industrial North. Learn­
ing how to be a model female visitor, Margaret manages to 
reclaim the mediating role traditionally played by "Lady Boun­
tiful" in an environment where relations between the classes 
are based on the "cash nexus"; in other words, she succeeds in 
commanding a central position in a set of market relations 
from which, according to the domestic ideology of separate 
spheres, she should be excluded. 

It is significant that Margaret meets and begins visiting 
in a working-class neighborhood on her own accord. When 
she visits the Higginses, she does not come as an envoy of the 
landed gentry or of the church, as a Lady Bountiful would; 
neither does she visit as an emissary for a philanthropic asso­
ciation. Although some mid-nineteenth-century middle-class 
women did visit on their own authority, having Margaret do 
so in North and South is critical to the claims Gaskell is making 
for women's participation in the social sphere. Gaskell's fe­
male visitor is as exemplary as the Edinburgh Review claimed 
in her expert mediation between "masters" and "men," but 
her independent social action does not merely supplement 
the work of male professionals; rather, Margaret's class me­
diation complements and, in some cases, threatens to dis­
place male professional contenders for authority in the social 
realm. 

Unlike Margaret, most women visitors were representa­
tives of some organization, either philanthropic or religious. 
Church-sponsored "district visitors" were assigned represen­
tatives of a parish clergyman and were deputed to assist him 
in carrying out his pastoral duties. In the wake of sweeping 
reforms that threatened the church's established position in 
English society, the clergy's pastoral duties had taken on a 
new significance by mid-century. 1 6 Because the church faced 
challenges both from a reformed Parliament and from reli­
gious controversies within, the traditional gentrified clergy so 
often portrayed in earlier novels, like those of Jane Austen, 
had largely disappeared. They had been replaced by a newer, 
more professional clergy. Like other professional groups that 

1 6 See Anthony Russell, The Clerical Profession (London: SPCK, 1980), for a 
discussion of the changing role of the clergy during the nineteenth century. 
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were also struggling to consolidate professional power by 
ousting "amateurs," the clergy shed many of its former prac­
tices, and clergymen attempted to consolidate their role as 
religious specialists or, as Anthony Russell expresses it, "the 
technologists of the sanctuary" (p. 40). In addition, new stress 
was laid on the pastoral role of the clergy; the traditional 
allies of the gentry, the clergy came to be seen by many in the 
nineteenth century "as the main instrument for preserving 
the stability of the social structure"—in other words, for "me­
diating" between classes (Russell, pp. 162, 166). As "profes­
sional" mediators of class conflict, then, the clergy could be 
viewed as directly competing with women for this important 
role within the field of social relations. Since many middle-
class women had the distinct advantage of having more time 
for pastoral visiting, it became a matter of critical importance 
to the clergy not only that women be taught the best way to 
deal with the poor they visited, but also that these women be 
kept under the umbrella of the church, where they would 
remain subordinate to and under the supervision of the pro­
fessional male clergyman. 1? 

Margaret Hale, however, is not a "district visitor"; her 
visits to the poor in Milton are not under the auspices of the 
clergy. Even though her own father is a former Church of 
England minister, he no longer holds that office and hence no 

•? The clergy's attempts to keep women's visiting under their control have been 
noted by most commentators on visiting and on the clergy. That this control was 
deemed essential is also readily apparent in virtually all the nineteenth-century 
manuals for district visitors. Both The District Visitor's Manual and Hints to District 
Visitors (London: Skeffington, 1858), for instance, include excerpts from "A Charge 
of the Late Bishop of London" (London, 1830) that specifically exhort the clergy­
man not to relinquish authority to women visitors: "it is incumbent upon me to 
caution the Parochial Clergy against relinquishing the superintendence and direc­
tion of these auxiliary laborers; and against delegating to them their own peculiar 
functions and duties, as the Commissioned Interpreters of Scripture, as the LORD'S 
Remembrancers for His people, and as the appointed Guides of their devotion. 
There is a special promise of blessing annexed to ministerial service, and the sense 
of that speciality ought never to be effaced from the minds of our flocks, by the 
permitted intrusion of laymen however pious or zealous, into that which belongs to 
our own peculiar office" (Hints, p. ii). For a discussion of the attempt of the clergy to 
subordinate women visitors as part of their move toward professionalization, see 
Brian Heeney, The Women's Movement in the Church of England, 1850—1930 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1988). 
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longer officially directs Margaret's philanthropic activities. 
Most critics of North and South have interpreted Mr. Hale's 
defection from the church simply as necessary to the plot, 
because it forces the family's removal from southern Helstone 
to Milton-Northern. ' 8 Seen in the context of the struggle for 
access to the social space in which class conflicts are mediated, 
however, Mr. Hale's resignation from the established church is 
even more significant because it leaves that contested space 
clear for his daughter. Trained and advised by her father, 
Margaret nonetheless visits on her own authority. Margaret, in 
fact, is shown to be a better class mediator than her father. 
Although he does well with Higgins after Margaret brings the 
men together, Mr. Hale's own efforts toward mediating class 
tensions are portrayed as slightly ridiculous: agreeing to give a 
series of lectures for the workingmen's Lyceum, Mr. Hale 
chooses the unlikely subject of "Ecclesiastical Architecture."^ 

Despite his kindly concern for his parishioners and for 
the working people of Milton, Mr. Hale's often-remarked 
gentlemanliness allies him more to the paternalistic past of 
his religious vocation than to the professional present. It is, 
at least in part, the liturgical emphasis of the newly profes­
sionalized clergy that puts Mr. Hale's doubts about the 
church's authority at issue; those who think of the clergy in 
the old-fashioned "gentlemanly" sense—notably his wife 
and her servant Dixon—cannot understand why such 
doubts should interfere with his clerical living, or even with 
his promotion to high church office. Their understanding 
of Mr. Hale's office as being primarily to serve as the first 
gentleman in the community (in the absence of a resident 
squire) is already at odds with a changing society. To take 
the depictions of Helstone in North and South, even in the 
early scenes, as a representation of a stable past order is to 
misread a significant facet of the world Gaskell's characters 

1 8 Suzy Clarkson Holstein reads Mr. Hale's renunciation as Gaskell's challenge 
to patriarchal authority (see "A 'Root Deeper Than All Change': The Daughter's 
Longing in the Victorian Novel," The Victorian Newsletter, 75 [1989], 20—28). Stone-
man offers a similar reading. 

'9 Gaskell, North and South, ed. Angus Easson (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 
1973), p. 141. Further references appear in the text. 
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inhabit—a world complicated by numerous social changes. 
While some of these characters may indulge in a nostalgic 
idealization of Helstone and of the land-based economy it 
represents, such a vision of Margaret's home is relegated to 
the realm of a romantic fiction—"a village in a tale rather 
than in real life" (p. 12)—even before Helstone appears as a 
setting in the novel. By the time of Margaret's return to 
Helstone, in one of the final chapters of the novel, the dis­
placement of the gentleman clergy by the new professional 
clergy is complete. Mr. Hepworth, the new vicar of Hel­
stone, is a thoroughly modern—and professional—clergy­
man, renovating the parsonage, modernizing the charity 
school, and urging temperance on his parishioners. 2 0 

Mr. Hale is not the only person displaced by a more 
professional counterpart, however; Margaret finds that she 
too has lost "the important post of only daughter in Hel­
stone parsonage" (p. 6). The school and visiting duties once 
performed by Margaret and her mother in the Lady Bounti­
ful spirit are now discharged by Mrs. Hepworth, whose 
busy, self-important, businesslike manner is reminiscent of 
Dickens's Mrs. Pardiggle and represents what many ob­
jected to in the "district visitor." 2 1 Mrs. Hepworth's attitude 

2 0 Russell cites all of these activities as characteristic of the new professional 
clergy. 

2 1 Russell identifies a stereotype that Gaskell apparently utilizes in the Hep-
worths: "The picture of the managing clergyman and his formidable wife ruling the 
local community dates from this period" (p. 178). However, as Gerard indicates, 
rural Lady Bountifuls also arguably played a revitalized role in promoting the 
interests of the gentry during the mid nineteenth century. The bad or "dangerous" 
female visitor was perhaps best represented to the nineteenth-century popular 
imagination in Dickens's Mrs. Pardiggle. The response of the working man whom 
Mrs. Pardiggle visits indicates the negative effect on class relations that the wrong 
kind of visitor was feared to have: " ' . . . make it easy for her!' growled the man 
upon the floor. 'I wants it done, and over. I wants a end of these liberties took with 
my place. I wants a end of being drawed like a badger. Now you're a-going to poll-
pry and question according to custom—I know what you're a-going to be up to. 
Well! You haven't got no occasion to be up to it' " (Charles Dickens, Bleak House, ed. 
George Ford and Sylvere Monod [New York: W. W. Norton, 1977], pp. 98—99). 
Margaret, unlike Mrs. Pardiggle, always treats those she visits with respect, courtesy, 
and gentle friendliness, always fearing to intrude and never prying or pushing 
advice on them. Margaret's interactions with the Higginses are always exemplary, 
and her character serves as an antidote to Dickens's negative caricature of the female 
visitor. 
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toward her own duties may even suggest the concerns that 
some clergymen, including Charles Kingsley in his contribu­
tion to the Lectures to Ladies, expressed about clergy wives 
seeing pastoral work as a "joint-vocation." 8 2 If so, the slight­
ly unpleasant Mrs. Hepworth is set up as a figure on which 
to pin some of the anxieties that women philanthropists 
posed to professional men—especially the newly profession­
alized clergy—with whom they competed for ascendancy in 
the realm of the social.23 Pinning these anxieties on Mrs. 
Hepworth, of course, deflects them from Margaret and 
hence naturalizes her as the right kind of visitor. 

If anxieties about women competing with the clergy for 
the role of class mediator are represented in the minor figure 
of Mrs. Hepworth, however, such anxieties are rather deeply 
hidden. They are more apparent, if also displaced, in Henry 
Lennox, who plays a somewhat larger role in the plot. 
Though not a clergyman, Lennox is clearly the representa­
tive professional man in North and South. He is also the male 
character most insistent on maintaining the separation of pri­
vate and public spheres and keeping women securely within 
the home and out of social space. On his first appearance in 
the text Lennox insists on the difference between his profes­
sional work and the personal, domestic work of women: 

"Well, I suppose you are all in the depths of business—ladies' 
business, I mean. Very different to my business, which is the real 
t rue law business. Playing with shawls is very different work to 
d rawing u p settlements." (p. 1 0 ) 

While this opening remark is satirical—the satire is directed 
against himself as well as the ladies—it is consistent with his 
views throughout the novel. During the scene in which he 
proposes to Margaret, for instance, Lennox characterizes him­
self as unromantic, prudent, and worldly; his love for Marga­
ret is "the one outlet which he has formed for the deeper and 

2 2 In "The Country Parrish" Kingsley writes, "It is said that a clergyman's wife 
ought to consider the parish as her flock as well as her husband's. It may be so: I 
believe the dogma to be much overstated just now" (Lectures to Ladies on Practical 
Subjects, pp. 55—56). 

2 3 The Edinburgh Review article alluded to such "anxieties." 


