
Here are some passages to consider and some points to ponder before the next meeting. 

This time I want to look at the concept of HOME in Ruth and the presentation of marriage 
which I think is cleverly done in this novel.  

In addition I want to consider how Gaskell links her writing to many current theories and 
ideas-Utilitarianism for example, and the concept of sympathy, generally presented as 
feminine if not always shown by women.   

It is no coincidence that Benson is a Dissenter as were the Gaskells, and as such he allows 
Elizabeth to present many Unitarian beliefs in this text. 

After Karen’s lecture last Tuesday, it may be useful to consider Ruth as an adopted child in a 
rather strange family set up.   

 1 Pp119-121 What are your views on this conversation between Faith and her brother. 
What does it illustrate?  

"Faith, Faith! let me beg of you not to speak so of the little innocent babe, who may be God's 
messenger to lead her back to Him. Think again of her first words—the burst of nature from 
her heart! Did she not turn to God, and enter into a covenant with Him—'I will be so good?' 
Why, it draws her out of herself! If her life has hitherto been self-seeking, and wickedly 
thoughtless, here is the very instrument to make her forget herself, and be thoughtful for 
another. Teach her (and God will teach her, if man does not come between) to reverence her 
child; and this reverence will shut out sin,—will be purification." 

He was very much excited; he was even surprised at his own excitement; but his 
thoughts and meditations through the long afternoon had prepared his mind for this manner of 
viewing the subject. 

"These are quite new ideas to me," said Miss Benson, coldly. "I think you, Thurstan, are 
the first person I ever heard rejoicing over the birth of an illegitimate child. It appears to me, I 
must own, rather questionable morality." 

"I do not rejoice. I have been all this afternoon mourning over the sin which has blighted 
this young creature; I have been dreading lest, as she recovered consciousness, there should 
be a return of her despair. I have been thinking of every holy word, every promise to the 
penitent—of the tenderness which led the Magdalen aright. I have been feeling, severely and 
reproachfully, the timidity which has hitherto made me blink all encounter with evils of this 
particular kind. Oh, Faith! once for all, do not accuse me of questionable morality, when I am 
trying more than ever I did in my life to act as my blessed Lord would have done." 

He was very much agitated. His sister hesitated, and then she spoke more softly than 
before. 

"But, Thurstan, everything might have been done to 'lead her right' (as you call it), 
without this child, this miserable offspring of sin." 



"The world has, indeed, made such children miserable, innocent as they are; but I doubt 
if this be according to the will of God, unless it be His punishment for the parents' guilt; and 
even then the world's way of treatment is too apt to harden the mother's natural love into 
something like hatred. Shame, and the terror of friends' displeasure, turn her mad—defile her 
holiest instincts; and, as for the fathers—God forgive them! I cannot—at least, not just now." 

Miss Benson thought on what her brother said. At length she asked, "Thurstan 
(remember I'm not convinced), how would you have this girl treated according to your 
theory?" 

"It will require some time, and much Christian love, to find out the best way. I know I'm 
not very wise; but the way I think it would be right to act in, would be this—" He thought for 
some time before he spoke, and then said: 

"She has incurred a responsibility—that we both acknowledge. She is about to become a 
mother, and have the direction and guidance of a little tender life. I fancy such a 
responsibility must be serious and solemn enough, without making it into a heavy and 
oppressive burden, so that human nature recoils from bearing it. While we do all we can to 
strengthen her sense of responsibility, I would likewise do all we can to make her feel that it 
is responsibility for what may become a blessing." 

"Whether the children are legitimate or illegitimate?" asked Miss Benson, drily. 

"Yes!" said her brother, firmly. "The more I think, the more I believe I am right. No 
one," said he, blushing faintly as he spoke, "can have a greater recoil from profligacy than I 
have. You yourself have not greater sorrow over this young creature's sin than I have: the 
difference is this, you confuse the consequences with the sin." 

"I don't understand metaphysics." 

"I am not aware that I am talking metaphysics. I can imagine that if the present occasion 
be taken rightly, and used well, all that is good in her may be raised to a height unmeasured 
but by God; while all that is evil and dark may, by His blessing, fade and disappear in the 
pure light of her child's presence. Oh, Father! listen to my prayer, that her redemption may 
date from this time. Help us to speak to her in the loving spirit of thy Holy Son!" 

The tears were full in his eyes; he almost trembled in his earnestness. He was faint with 
the strong power of his own conviction, and with his inability to move his sister. But she was 
shaken. She sat very still for a quarter of an hour or more, while he leaned back, exhausted by 
his own feelings. 

"The poor child!" said she, at length—"the poor, poor child! what it will have to struggle 
through and endure! Do you remember Thomas Wilkins, and the way he threw the registry of 
his birth and baptism back in your face? Why, he would not have the situation; he went to sea 
and was drowned, rather than present the record of his shame." 

"I do remember it all. It has often haunted me. She must strengthen her child to look to 
God, rather than to man's opinion. It will be the discipline, the penance, she has incurred. She 
must teach it to be (humanly speaking) self-dependent." 



Chapter 16  is entitled - Sally Tells of Her Sweethearts, and Discourses on the Duties of 
Life. 
What does this chapter tell us about servants, marriage, female employment and 
religion?  What is Sally’s role in the narrative? 

Look closely at the following passages and think about what they is saying about 
marriage and the value of women.   How are women tied into the market place?  

 The two were arranging Miss Benson's room one morning, when, after dusting the 
looking-glass, she suddenly stopped in her operation, and after a close inspection of herself, 
startled Sally by this speech: 

"Sally! I'm looking a great deal older than I used to do!" 

Sally, who was busy dilating on the increased price of flour, considered this remark of 
Miss Benson's as strangely irrelevant to the matter in hand, and only noticed it by a 

"To be sure! I suppose we all on us do. But two-and-fourpence a dozen is too much to 
make us pay for it." 

Miss Benson went on with her inspection of herself, and Sally with her economical 
projects. 

"Sally!" said Miss Benson, "my hair is nearly white. The last time I looked it was only 
pepper-and-salt. What must I do?" pp 205-206 

AND Jemima to Mr Farquar 

Now I can believe that all you do is done from calculation; you are good because it adds 
to your business credit—you talk in that high strain about principle because it sounds well, 
and is respectable—and even these things are better than your cold way of looking out for a 
wife, just as you would do for a carpet, to add to your comforts, and settle you respectably.  

Published the year before Hard Times, what, if anything,  do the characters of Jemima, 
Farquar and Mr. Bradshaw have in common with Bounderby, Gradgrind and Louisa? 

What can we ascertain of Gaskell’s views on market economy, Utilitarianism  and the 
self-made man from this piece? 

 Mrs Bradshaw, in her lackadaisical, sweet-tempered way, seconded her husband in his desire 
of being kind to Ruth; and as she cherished privately a great taste for what was beautiful or 
interesting, as opposed to her husband's love of the purely useful, this taste of hers had rarely 
had so healthy and true a mode of gratification as when she watched Ruth's movements about 
the room, which seemed in its unobtrusiveness and poverty of colour to receive the requisite 
ornament of light and splendour from Ruth's presence. Mrs Bradshaw sighed, and wished she 
had a daughter as lovely, about whom to weave a romance; for castle-building, after the 
manner of the Minerva press, was the outlet by which she escaped from the pressure of her 
prosaic life, as Mr Bradshaw's wife. Her perception was only of external beauty, and she was 



not always alive to that, or she might have seen how a warm, affectionate, ardent nature, free 
from all envy or carking care of self, gave an unspeakable charm to her plain, bright-faced 
daughter Jemima, whose dark eyes kept challenging admiration for her friend. The first 
evening spent at Mr Bradshaw's passed like many succeeding visits there. There was tea, the 
equipage for which was as handsome and as ugly as money could purchase. Then the ladies 
produced their sewing, while Mr Bradshaw stood before the fire, and gave the assembled 
party the benefit of his opinions on many subjects. The opinions were as good and excellent 
as the opinions of any man can be who sees one side of a case very strongly, and almost 
ignores the other. They coincided in many points with those held by Mr Benson, but he once 
or twice interposed with a plea for those who might differ; and then he was heard by Mr 
Bradshaw with a kind of evident and indulgent pity, such as one feels for a child who 
unwittingly talks nonsense.  

This short extract has much in common with Mary Barton. What is Gaskell saying 
about religion in this section? 

P182 Her homely, affectionate pleasure in making others comfortable, might have shown that 
such little occasional extravagances were not waste, but a good work; and were not to be 
gauged by the standard of money-spending. This evening her spirits were damped by 
Jemima's refusal to eat. Poor Jemima! the cakes were so good, and she was so hungry; but 
still she refused. 

Why do you think Gaskell makes Benson effeminate in his physical appearance and 
behaviour and his sister so  masculine. What is EG trying to show here? How does this 
affect our view of Bradshaw? 

Her excellent practical sense, perhaps, made her a more masculine character than her 
brother. Ch 19 

Mr Benson was as languid and weary as Ruth, and was silent during all this bustle and 
preparation.  

I have often been similarly situated to you, Ruth; Mr Bradshaw has frequently opposed me on 
the points on which I feel the warmest… He, no doubt, thinks me Quixotic, and often speaks 
of me, and to me, with great contempt when he is angry.  

‘Ruth's rehabilitation at the Bensons', a home of pastoral bliss, puts into practice the 
domestic ideology that believes in the healing power of a home separated from the world of 
commerce’ Yoko Hatana,  ‘Evangelicalism and the Home’. 

How far do you agree with this statement and how does Gaskell present the idea of 
home and family in Ruth? 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

  


