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One submits oneself to other minds (teachers) in order to increase 
the chance that one will be looking in the right direction when a 
comet makes its sweep through a certain patch of sky. 

—Elaine Scarry,  On Beauty and Being Just



This page intentionally left blank 



       Acknowledgments    

 Beginning with Professor Scarry, herself, I owe a tremendous debt of 
gratitude to all the teachers who have helped me “look in the right 

direction.”
This book grew under Elaine Scarry’s careful tending and supervision. 

She not only read and responded to every word, but also served as a model 
of integrity and humanity at Harvard. The project was fi rst conceived 
under the guidance of Henry Louis Gates, Jr. and John Picker, in whose 
graduate seminars I fi rst caught sight of the comet’s path. To Skip, in par-
ticular, I am deeply grateful for his lavish encouragement, generosity, and 
sense of humor. My gratitude goes to John Stauffer for his enthusiasm and 
willingness to engage with my ideas, and to Leah Price for her intellectual 
rigor and discipline. Jamaica Kincaid offered unwavering conviction in 
my ideas and a novel point of view, and Werner Sollors performed endless 
small acts of kindness. At Princeton, Lisa Sternlieb, Deborah Nord, and 
Maria DiBattista embodied perfectly what I one day hoped to become—a 
scholar and a teacher. 

My colleagues at Loyola Marymount University graciously welcomed 
me into their community and touched me with their easy camaraderie and 
warmth. I thank Barbara Rico, K. J. Peters, and John Reilly for giving me 
the opportunity and privilege to join their department. Juan Mah y Busch, 
Stuart Ching, Barbara Rico, and John Reilly helped to refi ne and strengthen 
the chapter on Dickens. Dermot Ryan, David Killoran, Maria Alterra 
Jackson, and Deborah Harris made going to work an absolute pleasure. 

I would like to thank Brendan O’Neill for so capably shepherding this 
manuscript through the editing process, and the anonymous readers at 
Oxford University Press for their comments and suggestions. I would also 
like to thank the editors and anonymous readers at Nineteenth-Century
Literature and  Victorian Literature and Culture, where some of the material 
in this book fi rst appeared. An earlier version of chapter 1 appeared as 
“The (Slave) Narrative of Jane Eyre” in Victorian Literature and Culture



viii Acknowledgments

36.2 (2008): 317–29. A slightly modifi ed version chapter 4 appeared as 
“The Return of the ‘Unnative’: The Transnational Politics of  North and 
South” in Nineteenth-Century Literature 61.4 (2007): 449–78. 

This project received generous support from the W. E. B. Du Bois Insti-
tute for African and African American Research at Harvard University, 
the Andrew W. Mellon Fellowship in Humanistic Studies, the Mrs. Giles 
Whiting Foundation Dissertation Fellowship, and the W. M. Keck Founda-
tion Fellowship at the Huntington Library. 

To Laura Murphy, Nadine Knight, Chinnie Ding, Meg McDermott, Larry 
Switzky, Melissa Jenkins, Jen Ohlund, Sharrona Pearl, David Roh, Matt 
Rubery, Christina Svendson, Namwali Serpell, Seo-Young Chu, Gwen 
Urdang-Brown, and my other compatriots from graduate school—thank 
you for the intellectual and emotional sustenance. Lizzy Castruccio, Miki 
Terasawa, Jennifer Heckart, Bob Chen, Janna Conner, Sharon Gi, Riva 
Kim, Tarry Payton, Lydia Cho, Rhonda Rockwell, Chris Corey, Sandhya 
Gupta, and Sharon Lee helped keep things in perspective. Robert and 
Bonnie Sonneborn welcomed me into their family and cheered me on. 
Nancy Malkiel edited and encouraged, and Burt Malkiel told me to “stick 
to my guns.” 

My mother passed on to me her love of books and her steely discipline. 
My father taught me patience and humility—“Ever the best of friends.” 

Finally, this book is dedicated, with love, to Brad and Lucy Sonneborn. 
“Every limit is a beginning as well as an ending.” 



       Contents  

Introduction    3

1. The Slave Narrative of Jane Eyre    25

2. Slaves and Brothers in Pendennis    53

3. Female Slave Narratives: “The Grey Woman” and  My
Lady Ludlow    75

4. The Return of the “Unnative”: North and South    97

5. Fugitive Plots in Great Expectations    113

Epilogue. The Plot Against England:  The Dynamiter    131

Notes    145

Works Cited    175

Index    185

       
       



This page intentionally left blank 



       The American Slave Narrative and 
the Victorian Novel         



This page intentionally left blank 



3

These are the gifts of art; and art thrives most 
Where Commerce has enrich’d the busy coast; 
He catches all improvements in his fl ight, 
Spreads foreign wonders in his country’s sight, 
Imports what others have invented well, 
And stirs his own to match them, or excel. 
’Tis thus, reciprocating each with each, 
Alternately the nations learn and teach; 
While Providence enjoins to ev’ry soul 
A union with the vast terraqueous whole. 

—William Cowper,  Charity (1782) 

On March 17, 1848, Charles Dickens wrote a letter to his friend 
William Charles Macready, enclosing a copy of Frederick Douglass’s 

1845 narrative with the brief introduction, “Here is Frederick Douglass.” 1

Macready, the famous Irish actor who was soon to embark on a tour of 
America, was interested in learning more about slavery, and Douglass’s 
slave narrative, which had already gone through nine British editions by 
1847, was a transatlantic bestseller. 2 After a few paragraphs expressing 
concern for Mrs. Macready’s health, Dickens continued, “—To return to 
Frederick Douglass. There was such a hideous and abominable portrait of 
him in the book, that I have torn it out, fearing it might set you, by antici-
pation, against the narrative.” 3

Dickens’s impulse to tear out Douglass’s picture seems jarring given his 
apparent admiration for the narrative; after all, he had not only read the 
book himself, but was now sending a copy, with his recommendation, to a 
friend. The portrait in question is presumably from the fi rst British edition 
of Douglass’s Narrative and depicts a slightly bemused-looking Douglass, 
dressed in the garb of a Victorian gentleman (see fi gure  I.1).4 The frontis-
piece is signed by the artist, B. Bell, and the engraver, H. Adlard, and was 
possibly copied from a painting of Douglass once attributed to Elisha 
Hammond.5 Douglass is stiffl y posed, with an elongated face and nose, 
prominent cheekbones, stylized hair, and truncated bust. Following nine-
teenth-century portrait engraving conventions, the picture is left partially 
unfi nished to emphasize the artifi ce of the engraving. Ezra Greenspan 
argues that such portraits served as “particularly appropriate openings to 
slave narratives, which were confi rmations of identity and celebrations of 
free individuals emerging out of an institution that strove to keep such 
individuality invisible, blank, and unformed.” 6 They routinely appeared in 
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the opening pages of slave narratives, lending credibility and authenticity 
to the slave author and protagonist. 

The British frontispiece departs signifi cantly from the frontispiece that 
appeared in the American edition of Douglass’s narrative, published ear-
lier that same year (see fi gure  I.2). Marcus Wood dismisses the American 
frontispiece as a “poor-quality engraved portrait” much different from the 
“high-quality engraving, the face executed in stipple” that opened the fi rst 
edition of Douglass’s 1855 autobiography,  My Bondage and My Freedom
(see fi gure  I.3).7 The American portrait is unsigned and also presumably 
inspired by a painting of Douglass. But while it lacks the technical skill of 
the British portrait, it does convey a greater sense of movement and vital-
ity. Douglass’s tie is slightly awry and his hair less stylized. Most strikingly, 
Douglass lacks the curious half-smile that appears in the British frontis-
piece. In the American portrait, he appears somber and resolute, his lips 
grimly set. His arms are crossed and his hands closed into fi sts. 

What Douglass thought of the American portrait is unknown, but he did 
voice considerable displeasure with the British portrait, which reappeared 
in the Quaker abolitionist Wilson Armistead’s  A Tribute For the Negro,

Figure I.1. B. Bell, del t, Henry Adlard, sc., engraved frontispiece from 
Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass (Dublin: 
Webb and Chapman, 1845). Reproduced with permission, New York 
Public Library. 
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published in Manchester in 1848 (see fi gure  I.4). Writing in the pages of his 
abolitionist newspaper,  The North Star, Douglass excoriates the artist for 
rendering him with “a much more kindly and amiable expression than is 
generally thought to characterize the face of a fugitive slave.” 8 “Negroes,” 
Douglass laments, “can never have impartial portraits, at the hands of 
white artists”; their features are “grossly exaggerat[ed],” distorted by 
“high cheek bones, distended nostrils, depressed nose, thick lips, and 
retreating foreheads.” 9 With his later publications, Douglass was able to 

Figure I.2. [Unknown artist], engraved frontispiece from Frederick 
Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass (Boston: Anti-Slavery 
Offi ce, 1846). Courtesy of the Trustees of the Boston Public Library. 
British editions of Douglass’s narrative reverted to the American 
frontispiece after the fi rst Dublin edition. 



Figure I.3. J. C. Buttre, engraved frontispiece from Frederick Douglass, 
My Bondage and My Freedom (New York: Miller, Orton & Mulligan, 
1855). Reproduced with permission, the University Library, University 
of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. This engraving was made from a 
daguerreotype, which may account for its greater detail and quality. 
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exert greater control over his image, commissioning daguerreotypes 
that, he felt, more accurately refl ected his appearance and attitude. 10 For 
now, however, he chafed against what he saw as racist and grotesque 
caricature. Perhaps as a result of Douglass’s disapproval, subsequent 

Figure I.4. Wilson Armistead,  A Tribute for the Negro. (Manchester: 
William Irwin, 1848). Reproduced with permission, the University 
Library, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. 
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British editions of Douglass’s narrative reverted to the original American 
frontispiece. 

Dickens certainly hated the British frontispiece as well, calling it “hid-
eous and abominable.” But was his disgust also a result of the portrait’s 
failure to accurately—and aesthetically—represent Douglass? After all, 
many British men and women were quite admiring of Douglass’s physical 
appearance, even as they simultaneously perpetuated racial typologies. 
The Cork Examiner of October 15, 1845, described his appearance as “sin-
gularly pleasing and agreeable,” a fact they partially attributed to his 
mixed race background: “The hue of his face and hands is rather yellow 
brown or bronze, while there is little, if anything, in his features of that 
particular prominence of lower face, thickness of lips, and fl atness of nose, 
which peculiarly characterize the Negro type.” 11 In a letter to an American 
colleague, the British abolitionist John Estlin marveled at Douglass’s 
physical attractiveness to the opposite sex: “You can hardly imagine how 
he [Douglass] is noticed— petted I may say—by the ladies. Some of them 
really a little exceed the bounds of propriety, or delicacy, as far as appear-
ances are concerned.” 12 Did the British frontispiece, by depicting a racially 
caricatured Douglass, offend Dickens’s realist and aesthetic sensibilities? 

Then again, perhaps Dickens was expressing repugnance not at the 
portrait, but at Douglass himself. For Dickens, a vocal opponent of slavery 
since his 1842 visit to America, racial sympathy could not necessar-
ily erase racial prejudice. During this period, Dickens was beginning to 
refocus his humanitarian efforts from the international to the local realm, 
turning away from the problem of American slavery to issues of domestic 
reform. An admirer of Thomas Carlyle, who would publish several infl am-
matory and racist pieces condoning West Indian and American slavery 
over the next few years, Dickens may have been expressing the increasing 
negrophobia of the period. Douglas Lorimer writes, “The 1850s and 1860s 
saw the birth of scientifi c racism and a change in English racial attitudes 
from the humanitarian response in the early nineteenth century to the 
racialism of the imperialist era at the close of the Victorian age.” 13 In 
tearing out the portrait and calling it “hideous and abominable,” was 
Dickens expressing his revulsion at the “Negro physiognomy”? 

Whatever Dickens’s intention, his letter to Macready testifi es to the 
slave narrative’s ability to make a powerful impression upon its readers. It 
also exposes some of the ambiguity surrounding the infl uence of the Amer-
ican slave narrative on the Victorian novel and novelist. Dickens’s simulta-
neous act of defacement (tearing out the portrait) and dissemination 
(sending the narrative to a friend) seems, at fi rst, deeply contradictory. On 
the one hand, the slave narrator’s frontispiece was de rigueur, proof that 
Douglass was real—or, in the words of Augusta Rohrbach, “ really black.” 14

By removing the frontispiece, Dickens was eliminating a mark of racial 
authenticity, an act that materially as well as substantively undermined the 
narrative’s integrity. On the other hand, the frontispiece in question 
appeared racially distorted, and Dickens claimed to be editing the text in 
the name of aesthetics as well as accessibility. Stripped of its prefatory 
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portrait, Douglass’s narrative could transcend some of its racial constraints 
to become a story of universal appeal. Dickens becomes both unoffi cial edi-
tor and publisher of Douglass’s Narrative. Over the course of the next decade, 
he would become a writer and reviser of the slave narrative, as well. 

While critics have begun to historicize the works of William Blake, 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and Mary Shelley against the transatlantic anti-
slave trade and abolition movements, their timeline of inquiry generally 
ends with the British Abolition Act of 1833, which roughly coincided with 
the waning years of British Romanticism. Postcolonial critics, meanwhile, 
have investigated the effects of West Indian slavery in the years following 
British emancipation, but their focus remains nationally circumscribed, 
overlooking the growing infl uence of American slavery in the literature of 
the Victorian period. This book looks at the shaping infl uence of the Amer-
ican slave narrative on the Victorian novel in the mid-nineteenth century, 
a period in which British abolitionists redirected their energies to the 
eradication of American slavery. It examines how four Victorian novel-
ists—Charlotte Bront ë, W. M. Thackeray, Elizabeth Gaskell, and Charles 
Dickens—integrated generic features of the slave narrative, from the 
emancipatory plot, to the emphasis on literacy as a tool of liberation, to 
the ethical implications of resistance and rebellion. Reversing the tradi-
tional vector of infl uence from Britain to America, this project places the 
American slave narrative in transnational context and reveals its profound 
impact on the British literary imagination. 

Each author in this study found the slave narrative compelling for dif-
ferent reasons. For Bront ë, the plight of the American slave resonated 
with her own experience of “governessing-slavery” and offered a struc-
tural model for Jane Eyre. For Thackeray, the slave narrative was a com-
peting literary genre, one whose conventions could be exploited and 
irreverently applied to the situation of the British hack writer in Penden-
nis (1848–50). For Gaskell, the slave narrative was a source of inspiration 
for North and South (1855) and its depiction of the English working class 
and the geographic and economic divisions that plagued the British na-
tion. Gaskell also mined the slave narrative for its suspenseful and sensa-
tional plot lines and applied them to problems of gender and class in her 
short story “The Grey Woman” (1861) and her novella,  My Lady Ludlow
(1858). As for Dickens, the slave narrative provided a model through 
which to comment on the British class system and its treatment of con-
victs in Great Expectations (1860–61). The editorial license he took with 
Douglass’s narrative reaches its apotheosis here in his multiple revisions 
of the fugitive plot. 

What follows is a historical background of the slave narrative that 
details its importance to the transatlantic antislavery movement, identifi es 
its generic features, and clarifi es its relationship to adjacent genres. It 
includes an exploration of the material and imaginative networks in which 
the slave narrative circulated. These metonymic networks refl ect the 
sprawling reach of Atlantic slavery, connecting disparate nations and cul-
tures and providing the imaginative infrastructure to disseminate the 
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slave narrative. Through these networks, the slave narrative, like countless 
genres before it, comes into contact with the novel and is integrated into 
the novelistic world. The preface ends with a consideration of the ethical 
implications of such transcultural exchange, given slavery’s unique horror, 
and proposes a model of transatlantic infl uence based on metonymic 
alliance rather than metaphoric appropriation. 

  “Literary Nigritudes”  

The American slave narrative played a critical role in publicizing the anti-
slavery cause during the “interabolition” period, or the period between the 
British Abolition Act of 1833 and the American Emancipation Proclama-
tion of 1863. Providing autobiographical accounts of the violence and pri-
vation experienced by African American slaves, slave narratives enjoyed 
bestseller status on both sides of the Atlantic. Douglass’s 1845 narrative, 
for example, sold 11,000 American copies and went through nine British 
editions in its fi rst two years. By 1860, it had sold 30,000 copies in England 
and America. Other bestselling slave narratives included those of Solomon 
Northup (27,000 copies in England and America in its fi rst two years), 15

Moses Roper (ten British and American editions between 1837 and 1856), 16

and William Wells Brown (11,000 British copies in its fi rst year). 17 Marion 
Wilson Starling notes that at least ten slave narratives were listed in the 
British Catalog of Books, 1835–1863. In a period when few books sold more 
than fi ve hundred copies, slave narratives sold in the tens of thousands. 18

The slave narrative’s popularity in turn spawned numerous imitators. 
Charles Nichols writes, “So successful were the narratives from a com-
mercial point of view that free Negroes and whites took up the pen and 
wrote on similar subjects. . . .  Indeed, by 1850 almost any book by or about 
a Negro was in great demand [in America and England].” 19

In Britain, the slave narrative’s popularity was further fueled by the lec-
ture tours of American fugitive slaves. Among the fi rst slave narrators to 
fl ee to England and achieve celebrity there was Moses Roper, a towering 
man who was so light-complected that he could pass for white. 20 Arriving 
in England in 1835, Roper was taken under the wing of British abolitionists 
and educated at boarding schools and the University College in London. In 
1837, he published his Narrative of the Adventures and Escape of Moses 
Roper from American Slavery and embarked on a lecture tour of churches 
in England, Scotland, and Ireland. Frederick Douglass and William Wells 
Brown, two of the most famous slave narrators, visited England in the late 
1840s and were welcomed with unrivaled interest and enthusiasm. R. J. M. 
Blackett writes, “Douglass delivered fi fty lectures in the fi rst four months of 
his visit, the number rising by the end of his nineteen-month tour, to three 
hundred. William Wells Brown estimated that he had traveled twenty thou-
sand miles and given over a thousand lectures in fi ve years.” 21 Both men 
were accepted as authors in their own right, mingling with literary celeb-
rities like Dickens, Alfred Lord Tennyson, Edward Bulwer-Lytton, and 
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Harriet Martineau. 22 Blackett adds, “Almost every major black leader vis-
ited Britain during the thirty years before the Civil War,” 23 and “most areas 
of Britain were at one time or another visited by these [slave] lecturers,” 
from the largest city to the smallest village (see fi gure  I.5).24

With the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law in 1850, the number of 
American slaves seeking refuge in England only increased. William and 
Ellen Craft, whose daring escape from slavery involved an ingenious 
cross-dressing scheme, arrived in Liverpool in 1851. They toured England 
and Scotland with William Wells Brown and even attended the Great Ex-
hibition of 1851 in the hopes of further publicizing the antislavery cause 
and provoking a response from visiting American tourists. 25 Henry “Box” 
Brown, who had escaped to freedom by mailing himself to Philadelphia in 
a dry-goods box, fl ed to England in the early 1850s. There, he traveled the 
country with his antislavery panorama, the Mirror of Slavery, and recre-
ated for rapt audiences his escape and “resurrection.” 26 In London, the 
streets were fi lled with Ethiopian serenaders (and various spin-offs like 
the “South Carolina Serenaders” and the “Kentucky Minstrels”), blackface 
entertainers, and purported fugitive slaves eager to satisfy the public’s ap-
petite for black music, humor, and stories. 27 Henry Mayhew, in  London
Labour and the London Poor, even describes tableaux vivants that recre-
ated the adventures of “Pompey,” from his life on a plantation to his whip-
ping by an overseer to his fl ight to freedom. 28

The period of greatest popularity for the slave narrative overlapped 
with the most vigorous years of transatlantic antislavery cooperation. Fol-
lowing the abolition of slavery throughout the British Empire, British 
abolitionists redirected their energies to the emancipation of American 
slaves. In 1839, the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society (BFASS) was 
formed.29 The following year, the fi rst World Anti-Slavery Convention was 
held in London. Claire Midgley writes, “[it] was largely a transatlantic con-
vention of British and American abolitionists, and it became the arena in 
which British campaigners’ decision to focus primarily on slavery in the 
United States was clarifi ed.” 30 Over the next few years, the British and 
Foreign Anti-Slavery Society published three pamphlets on America: Slav-
ery and the Internal Slave Trade in the United States of North America (Lon-
don, 1841), An Epitome of Anti-Slavery Information (London, 1843), and 
American Slavery (London, 1846). 31 As Howard Temperley points out, the 
second World Anti-Slavery Convention, held in 1843, was “virtually a con-
ference on American slavery,” and by the 1850s “the antislavery struggle 
[came] to mean simply the sectional controversy in the United States.” 32

British readers responded eagerly to the slave narrative’s abolitionist 
message. With the passage of the British Abolition Act, the country had 
refashioned itself into the world’s antislavery policeman: the Royal Navy 
regularly patrolled the seas for slavers, and the nation was seized by a 
culture of humanitarian reform. The slave narrative also appealed to a 
diverse audience. Audrey Fisch writes that “a white English working-class 
factory hand might have read The Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass
as an uplifting story of a poor man’s struggle to overcome social barriers 
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Figure I.5. [Unknown artist], “Frederick Douglass, the Escaped Slave, 
on an English Platform, Denouncing Slaveholders and Their Religious 
Abettors” from The Uncle Tom’s Almanack, or, Abolitionist Memento
(London: J. Cassell, 1853). Reproduced with permission, New York 
Public Library. 
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and adversity in the quest for selfhood”; 33 and John Bugg contends that the 
intended audience for Olaudah Equiano’s Narrative “was less the London 
literati than the anonymous workers of the industrial north.” 34 For middle-
class readers, the slave narrative became a kind of “pious pornography,” 35

combining a respectable moral message with elements of sensationalism. 
Fisch writes that slave narratives offered Victorian readers “the excite-
ment for which they were eager: graphic scenes of torture, murder, sexual 
violence, and the thrill of escape.” 36

Critics have also pointed to the slave narrative’s similarity to other pop-
ular genres as a way to explain both its origins and its widespread appeal. 
Blackett argues, “The narratives could all have been subtitled ‘The Pro-
gress of the Poor Fugitive,’ for they employed the traditions of the odyssey 
so popular in nineteenth-century literature. Like the pilgrims in Bunyan’s 
Pilgrim’s Progress—a literary staple of the century—the fugitives were con-
tinually confronted by obstacles that tested their resolve, strength of will, 
and character.” 37 Frances Smith Foster likewise draws connections to the 
spiritual narrative, comparing the slave’s resolution to escape slavery to 
the seminal moment of conversion. 38 Other readers see connections to the 
captivity narrative (William Andrews, Henry Louis Gates, Jr.), the senti-
mental novel (Foster and Gates), sensation fi ction (Fisch), adventure tales 
(Starling), working-class autobiographies (Alan Richardson), Grimm’s 
fairy tales (Blackett), and even genres such as the Western (Arna Bon-
temps) and detective fi ction (Gates). 

The slave narrative’s heterogeneous origins should not, however, dis-
count its status as a genre in its own right. 39 James Olney writes: “All the 
mixed, heterogeneous, hetero generic elements in slave narratives come to 
be so regular, so constant, so indispensable to the mode that they fi nally 
establish a set of conventions—a series of observances that become virtu-
ally de rigueur—for slave narratives unto themselves.” 40 Olney offers a 
convenient taxonomy of the genre, including such conventions as “an 
engraved portrait, signed by the narrator,”“a handful of testimonials and/
or one or more prefaces or introductions,” and “a poetic epigraph, by pref-
erence from William Cowper.” 41 On the level of the narrative itself, Olney 
is even more specifi c, including among other things, “a fi rst sentence be-
ginning, ‘I was born . . .  ,’ ” a “description of a cruel master, mistress, or 
overseer” and subsequent whippings, a “record of the barriers raised 
against slave literacy and the overwhelming diffi culties encountered in 
learning to read and write,” descriptions of hypocritical “Christian” slave-
holders, accounts of escape and pursuit by men and dogs, a successful 
escape to the free North and the “taking of a new last name . . .  to accord 
with new social identity as a free man,” and “refl ections on slavery.” 42

Olney’s catalog of features pertains specifi cally to the “classic” phase of 
the slave narrative, or roughly the years of the interabolition period. 43

Prior to the 1830s, slave narratives operated in a broader Atlantic context 
and bore a greater semblance to adventure tales and conversion narra-
tives. The early slave narratives spanned the globe, tracing their narra-
tors’ movements around Africa, Europe, and the Americas. In The Interesting
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Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African, fi rst 
published in 1789, Equiano describes his birth in present-day Nigeria, his 
kidnapping by fellow Africans and sale to white slave traders, his ensuing 
travels to the West Indies, America, and England, his participation in major 
naval battles and expeditions, and his eventual purchase of his freedom. 44

While Equiano does describe his harrowing experience of the Middle Pas-
sage, as well as the cruel treatment of slaves in Virginia, his narrative spends 
as much time detailing his conversion experience and numerous military 
feats. A Narrative of the Most Remarkable Particulars in the Life of James Albert 
Ukawsaw Gronniosaw, an African Prince, as Related by Himself (1770), simi-
larly emphasizes Christian conversion and high adventure. Like Equiano, 
Gronniosaw was born in Africa and sold into the slave trade, spending time 
in Barbados, America, and England. Yet Gronniosaw experienced little ill 
treatment, describing his masters as “kind” and expressing gratitude to 
them for teaching him to read and introducing him to Christianity. 45

The narratives of Equiano and Gronniosaw were popular among 
English abolitionists, helping to publicize the evils of the slave trade 
and contributing to the eventual passage of the Slave Trade Act of 1807. 
Equiano’s narrative, for example, went through thirty-six editions in 
English, Dutch, and German by 1857. 46 Gronniosaw’s narrative, fi rst pub-
lished in England in 1770, went through twelve editions in all by 1814, 
“including a translation into Celtic in 1779.” 47 With the rise of Garrisonian 
abolitionism in the 1830s, slave narratives began to develop a sharper 
abolitionist message and experienced a resurgence in popularity. 48 The 
antislavery press helped publicize the plight of American slaves to an ever 
wider audience, and Starling writes that “there were as many purchasers 
of the popular book-length slave narratives of the 1830s to 1860s on one 
side of the Atlantic as on the other, and as many publishers.” 49

The revival of interest in the slave narrative led to questions of veracity 
and authenticity. Part autobiography, part abolitionist propaganda, slave 
narratives were accused by proslavery advocates of being nothing more 
than fi ctions. The  Memoirs of Archy Moore, published in 1836, was discov-
ered to have been authored not by a Virginia slave, as advertised, but by a 
white abolitionist named Richard Hildreth. And the Narrative of James 
Williams, an American Slave, “Written by John Greenleaf Whittier from 
the Verbal Narrative of James Williams,” was later discredited based on 
factual discrepancies. 50 Questions of authenticity similarly haunted the 
publication of Frederick Douglass’s narrative, leading Douglass to defend 
himself publicly in the pages of the Liberator. He disparages those who 
would depict him “as an imposter—a free Negro who had never been 
south of Mason and Dixon’s line—one whom the abolitionists, acting on 
the Jesuitical principle, that the end justifi es the means, had educated 
and sent forth to attract attention to their faltering cause.” 51 As recently as 
the mid-twentieth century, scholars continued to cast doubt on the slave 
narrative’s historical authenticity. 52

The slave narrative’s status as literary artifact underwent a similar pe-
riod of critical disapprobation. While a few early readers saw the slave 
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narrative as a seminal contribution to American literature—Theodore 
Parker called it the one “wholly indigenous and original” 53 American genre 
and Ephraim Peabody described it as a modern-day Iliad and Odyssey 54—
many readers considered it a literary fad. In the 1850s, Graham’s Magazine
complained that the “whole literary atmosphere has become tainted” with 
“those literary nigritudes—little tadpoles of the press . . .  which run to 
editions of hundreds of thousands.” 55 Today, slave narratives such as those 
of Douglass and Wells Brown are regarded as major works of American 
literature, and it is easy to forget that it was only in the last few decades 
that scholars have begun to treat the slave narrative as more than a minor, 
ephemeral genre. Starling has explored the genre’s “germinating infl uence 
on American letters in the 1850s and 1860s,” especially Harriet Beecher 
Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin (inspired at least partly by the life of runaway 
slave, Josiah Henson). 56 And Charles Nichols, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., and 
Melvin Dixon have demonstrated the slave narrative’s importance to the 
development of the African American literary tradition. In contrast, the 
infl uence of African American literature on the  British literary tradition 
has only begun to be explored. 

  Metonymic Networks  

Since the publication of Paul Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic (1933), scholars 
have begun to reconceptualize the cultural space in which English and 
African American literature circulated in the last three centuries. Moving 
beyond ethnic and national boundaries, Gilroy posits a “transcultural, 
international formation” that unites Africa, Europe, and the Americas in 
a “single, complex unit of analysis” known as the black Atlantic. 57 Refl ect-
ing the sprawling reach of the Atlantic slave trade, Gilroy’s black Atlantic 
is “rhizomorphic” and “fractal” in structure: a cultural network that maps 
onto the economic network of slavery. 58 Taking Gilroy’s theory as her start-
ing point, Helen Thomas looks at the intersection of British Romanticism 
and the African diaspora, placing the works of Blake and Coleridge beside 
those of early slave narrators like Gronniosaw and Equiano. Europe and 
Africa, she argues, “have for centuries been shaped by each other” in a 
process she terms “creolisation,” compelling us to consider the “intertex-
tual dialogue between Western and African culture within the slave 
narratives.”59

Thomas’s timeline of inquiry ends with the abolition of slavery through-
out the British Empire. As we know, however, British antislavery reformers 
subsequently redirected their energies to the abolition of slavery in Amer-
ica. Following the movement of fugitive slaves and antislavery discourse 
across the Atlantic, Audrey Fisch examines how the black abolitionist 
campaign was “manipulated into pre-existing Victorian discourses of cul-
ture and class, the worker/slave, education and exotica, and . . .  English 
nationalism.”60 And Amanda Claybaugh attempts to articulate “a new 
transatlanticism” that reconciles the material and imagined networks 
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binding America and Britain, focusing in particular on print culture and 
social reform. Fisch and Claybaugh contribute to the growing interest in 
nineteenth-century transatlantic studies, building upon works by Joseph 
Roach, Brent Edwards, Robert Weisbuch, Paul Giles, and others. 61

Taking as its case study the American slave narrative and the Victorian 
novel, this book uncovers the preponderance of “metonymic networks” 
created by Atlantic slavery. These networks were comprised of the histori-
cal, economic, social, and literary ties that linked Britain and America to 
each other and to the larger Atlantic world. 62 For Gilroy, the image of a 
ship is a “central organizing symbol” of the black Atlantic, a “living, micro-
cultural, micro-political system in motion” that embodies the circulation 
of ideas as well as enslaved bodies. 63 This book proposes an alternative 
symbol—that of the runaway slave, himself. Traveling through America 
and England, the fugitive slave disseminated abolitionist discourse and 
embodied to audiences the history of Atlantic (and American) slavery. The 
fugitive slave’s literary extension, the slave narrative, performed the same 
function within the realm of print culture. As Meredith McGill has shown, 
in this age of literary piracy and reprinting, texts circulated widely and 
often illegally, a fact that infuriated authors such as Dickens but served to 
empower “socially marginal” fi gures like slave narrators. 64 Even those 
British readers who could not attend antislavery lectures were exposed to 
the lives of American slaves through the evangelical press, local newspa-
pers, and the publication of slave narratives. 

The sheer scope of Atlantic slavery introduced many “contact zones” 
between the slave and the British public. Defi ned by Mary Louise Pratt as 
“social spaces where disparate cultures meet, clash, and grapple with 
each other, often in highly asymmetrical relations of domination and 
subordination, like colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are 
lived out across the globe today,” 65 contact zones become the highly 
charged sites of cultural exchange. As mentioned earlier, Thomas calls the 
process by which such cultures are subsequently shaped “creolisation,” a 
term that captures the often racialized nature of such encounters. For 
Pratt, the contact zone “is an attempt to invoke the spatial and temporal 
copresence of subjects previously separated by geographic and historical 
disjunctures, and whose trajectories now intersect.” 66 By displacing Afri-
can slaves from their homes and resituating them in the Americas and 
Europe, the Atlantic slave trade created the geographic and historical 
conditions for such coerced transcultural exchange. 

If the slave trade made the Atlantic world contiguous, it also made it 
complicit. As Blackett points out, “Slavery had been introduced to North 
America under British rule, and even though America was now indepen-
dent and responsible for her present actions, Britain could not escape the 
responsibility for the establishment of slavery in her American colonies.” 67

Britain may have abolished slavery throughout its empire, but it remained 
linked to slavery through its historical role in the Atlantic slave trade, as 
well as its ongoing consumption of American slave-produced goods such 
as cotton and tobacco. Thus, for the British to censure American slavery 
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was simultaneously an act of moral obligation and an act of atonement. 
Moreover, the two nations were drawn ever closer by other networks of 
“contact and communication.” In his farewell speech to the British people 
on March 30, 1847, Douglass enumerates these connections: 

The reciprocity of religious deputations—the interchange of national 
addresses—the friendly addresses on peace and upon the subject of 
temperance—the ecclesiastical connections of the two countries—
their vastly increasing commercial intercourse resulting from the 
recent relaxation of the restrictive laws upon commerce of this coun-
try—the infl ux of British literature into the United States as well as of 
American literature into this country—the constant tourists—the fre-
quent visits to America by literary and philanthropic men—the im-
provement in the facility for the transportation of letters through the 
post-offi ce, in steam navigation, as well as other means of locomo-
tion—the extraordinary power and rapidity with which intelligence is 
transmitted from one country to another—all conspire to make it a 
matter of the utmost importance that Great Britain should maintain 
a healthy moral sentiment on the subject of slavery. 68

Douglass touches upon a dizzying number of Anglo-American net-
works: religious, political, social reform, commercial, literary, tourist, 
postal, and technological. All, however, “conspire” to condemn that net-
work that preceded them all: the network of Atlantic slavery. 69

The slave trade connects the world; it also “infects” it with its moral 
taint. But fugitive slaves and their narratives take advantage of these self-
same networks to purge the transatlantic community of this infection. 
Douglass, in the same speech, cries, “I expose slavery in this country, 
because to expose it is to kill it. . . .  To tear off the mask from this abominable 
system, to expose it to the light of heaven . . .  is my object in coming to this 
country.” 70 To destroy the system of slavery, Douglass must reveal its very 
workings. Douglass’s language takes on additional meaning when juxta-
posed with Graham’s Magazine’s plaint that the “whole literary atmosphere 
has become tainted . . .  [with] those literary nigritudes.” Graham’s Maga-
zine denounces slave narratives as a literary plague, an epidemic of “nigri-
tudes” (or black things) that threatens to overtake the entire literary scene. 
The threat of racial miscegenation haunts this passage, coded in the 
language of infection. Yet the magazine’s fear of the unrestricted circula-
tion of slave bodies or slave texts masks the true moral plague that is 
American slavery. The slave narratives circulate in opposition to the traffi c 
of human beings, cleansing a corrupted system. 

But what if a “contact zone” could reside in the very body of the fugitive 
slave? If the runaway slave becomes a living symbol of the black Atlantic, 
he also serves as the traveling locus of cultural exchange. Forced to fl ee the 
American south, he crosses the Atlantic, opening up contact zones among 
evangelicals and abolitionists, Chartists and aristocrats, the Irish and the 
Scottish. These spaces of cultural exchange are no less implicated in slavery 
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than the fi rst interactions between West African slaves and European slave 
traders. Yet they differ crucially in allowing resistance against the very 
institution that underwrites their existence. To use a chemical analogy, a 
runaway slave becomes a kind of free radical, “unbonded” to his master 
and highly unpredictable, capable of shifting the asymmetrical power 
relations typical of contact zones. 71 Douglass speaks of this anxiety of 
American slaveholders during a reception speech in England on May 12, 
1846: “Let one of the slaves get loose, let him summon the people of Brit-
ain, and make known to them the conduct of the slaveholders toward their 
slaves, and it cuts them to the quick . . .  the power I exert now is something 
like the power that is exerted by the man at the end of the lever; my infl u-
ence now is just in proportion to the distance that I am from the United 
States.”72 History and geography, which had previously conspired to dis-
empower the slave, now work in his favor . 

Among those who entered into these new contact zones were Victorian 
novelists. Some, like Martineau, interacted with fugitive slaves in person. 
Others, like Dickens, interacted with fugitive slaves in text. The slave nar-
rative acts as a metonymic extension of the fugitive slave, a fact that is 
made clear in Dickens’ declaration, “Here is Frederick Douglass,” and in 
his confl ation of Douglass’s “hideous and abominable portrait” with the 
contents of the narrative, itself. This slippage becomes particularly fruitful 
when we consider how slave narratives may have infl uenced Victorian 
novels on a formal level. For the fugitive slave was not simply a symbol on 
the historical level; he also operated as a textual chronotope, through the 
slave narrative. As the embodied intersection of time and space, geogra-
phy and history, the fugitive slave circulated within a literary, as well as a 
social, contact zone. 

The fugitive slave chronotope becomes one of the “organizing centers 
for the fundamental narrative events of the novel,” marking the places 
where the “knots of narrative are tied and untied” and the “primary 
point[s] from which ‘scenes’ in a novel unfold.” 73 Conceived of as a textual 
network, the novel radiates outward from these narrative nodes. Each 
chronotope, Mikhail Bakhtin writes, provides “the basis for distinguishing 
generic types.” 74 Thus, the chronotope of the road is attached, variously, to 
the chivalric romance, the picaresque, and the historical novel; the chro-
notope of the castle to the Gothic novel; the chronotope of the provincial 
town to the nineteenth-century realist novel. 75 These chronotopes vividly 
inhabit the Victorian novel, from the road in Dickens’s  Oliver Twist, to the 
castle (or manor) in Emily Bront ë’s Wuthering Heights, to the provincial 
town in Eliot’s Middlemarch.

Attached to the slave narrative genre, the fugitive slave becomes an-
other “organizing center” around which a novel may coalesce and diffuse. 
Bakhtin himself decrees, “the image of man is always intrinsically chrono-
topic,”76 containing within himself the intersection of the temporal and 
spatial axes. Like the “threshold”—another chronotope that Bakhtin ana-
lyzes—the word “slave” already possesses both metaphorical and literal
meaning in everyday usage. It is connected to experiences of oppression 



Introduction 19

and alienation, powerlessness and degradation, natal alienation and social 
death.77 These metaphorical meanings cluster around the literal meaning 
of “slave” as “a person who is owned by another,” as well as the contempo-
raneous historical meaning of “slave” as “a person of African descent 
owned by another.” The “fugitive slave” carries with it additional associa-
tions of liberation and escape, terror and anonymity, resurrection and re-
newal. It creates an all-encompassing “fugitive-time” (akin to Bakhtin’s 
“mystery- and carnival-time”) that divides biographical or chronological 
time into pre- and post-emancipatory stages. The chronotope of the fugi-
tive slave, like that of the threshold, is tied to a moment of crisis, of epiph-
any, of ontological as well as physical liberation. It is marked by an 
insistent teleology toward freedom, intersecting with the chronotope of 
the road and the chronotope of the sea—the avenues by which fugitive 
slaves fl ed the South. 

The chronotope of the fugitive slave enters the Victorian novel through 
the slave narrative. It opens up textual contact zones, or literary spaces 
where the novel’s heteroglot structure reveals itself. In other words, it 
enacts on the textual level the transcultural exchange of Pratt’s social con-
tact zones. Within these zones, the novel’s dialogism can be seen at work, 
from its assimilation of literary and extraliterary genres, to its exposure to 
the historical moment, or “contemporary reality.” 78 The knots of narrative 
are tied and untied around these scenes of illicit reading and writing, of 
physical privation and punishment, of forced displacement and harrow-
ing escape. Yet these textual contact zones are no less fraught for being 
narratological. The novel, Bakhtin concedes, is omnivorous. It incorpo-
rates other genres with such ease that “it might seem as if the novel is 
denied any primary means for verbally appropriating reality, that it has no 
approach of its own, and therefore requires the help of other genres to 
re-process reality.” 79 On a literary level, the novel appears to recreate the 
asymmetrical relations of domination and subordination that character-
ize the historical contact zones of slavery and colonialism. 

This anxiety is perpetuated by the sheer ubiquity of slavery as meta-
phor, which threatened to diminish the unique horror of the institution. 
Douglass cautioned against this very tendency in a speech to the British 
people:

I have found persons in this country who have identifi ed the term 
slavery with which I think it is not, and in some instances, I have 
feared, in so doing, have rather (unwittingly, I know) detracted much 
from the horror with which the term slavery is contemplated. It is 
common in this country to distinguish every bad thing by the name of 
slavery. Intemperance is slavery; to be deprived of the right to vote is 
slavery, says one; to have to work hard is slavery, says another.  . . .  But 
I am here to say that I think the term slavery is sometimes abused by 
identifying it with that which it is not. Slavery in the United States is 
the granting of that power by which one man exercises and enforces 
a right of property in the body and soul of another.” 80
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Metaphorizing slavery and loosely applying it to “every bad thing” 
becomes a politically charged act. The vehicle (slavery) is suborned to the 
tenor (intemperance, economic exploitation), creating a rhetorical asym-
metry that strips slavery of some of its signifying power. 81

Douglass recognized that the struggle against slavery had to be waged 
on multiple fronts—including the linguistic front. On the one hand, slav-
ery had to be exposed, because to “expose it is to kill it.” 82 On the other 
hand, slavery risked becoming overexposed, devalued by careless usage. 
This tension exists on the textual level, as well. While the novel’s capa-
ciousness made it a uniquely democratic genre, it introduced countless 
point of friction via textual contact zones. Narrative, itself, becomes a con-
tested space. Were Victorian novels and novelists integrating the slave nar-
rative to disseminate antislavery sentiment? To illuminate alternate forms 
of injustice? Or simply to cannibalize the verbal and semantic forms of an 
exceedingly popular genre? Did the Victorian novel and novelist condone 
and even promote the sloppy metaphorization that Douglass so feared? 

  Genre Tectonics and the Textual Atlantic  

In Culture and Imperialism, Edward Said cautions against such overly 
hasty calls to judgment. Regarding the tendency of some critics to dismiss 
the novel as a vehicle of imperialist propaganda, Said writes, “I am not 
trying to say that the novel—or the culture in the broad sense—‘caused’ 
imperialism, but that the novel as a cultural artifact of bourgeois society, 
and imperialism are unthinkable without each other.” 83 In his famous 
analysis of Jane Austen’s Mansfi eld Park, he is careful to identify the work-
ings of imperialism in the novel without engaging in a wholesale condem-
nation of the genre. The following passage is worth quoting in its 
entirety:

It would be silly to expect Jane Austen to treat slavery with anything 
like the passion of an abolitionist or a newly liberated slave. Yet what 
I have called the rhetoric of blame, so often now employed by subal-
tern, minority, or disadvantaged voices, attacks her, and others like 
her, retrospectively, for being white, privileged, insensitive, complicit. 
Yes, Austen belonged to a slave-owning society, but do we therefore 
jettison her novels as so many trivial exercises in aesthetic frumpery? 
Not at all, I would argue, if we take seriously our intellectual and in-
terpretive vocation to make connections, to deal with as much of the 
evidence as possible, fully and actually, to read what is there or not 
there, above all, to see complementarity and interdependence instead 
of isolated, venerated, or formalized experience that excludes and 
forbids the hybridizing intrusions of human history” 84

Said’s invocation of “complementarity and interdependence” argues 
against hermetic categories and distinctions. Just as Austen cannot be 
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compartmentalized as “abolitionist” or “slave power,” so her novel cannot 
be reduced to pro- or anti-imperialist document. Instead, the novel is a 
cultural form that is both “incorporative” and “quasi-encyclopedic,” 
refl ecting the broad, permeating forces of imperialism. 85

The novel serves not only as a textualized imperial space, but also as a 
textualized Atlantic space; it depicts not only the tensions between metro-
pole and colony, but also larger transnational and transcultural tensions. 
It does so through a range of literary methods, beginning with—but not 
exclusive to—character and metaphor. Said and other postcolonial critics 
have already noted how Britain’s reliance on the slave trade and slave 
economy manifests itself in various nineteenth-century novels, from the 
Antiguan plantocrat Sir Thomas Bartram in Austen’s Mansfi eld Park to the 
Creole Bertha Mason in Bront ë’s Jane Eyre to the West Indian sugar heir-
ess Miss Schwartz in Thackeray’s Vanity Fair. And Catherine Gallagher 
has shown how the rhetoric of slavery permeated the debate over industri-
alism and promulgated the worker-slave metaphor in nineteenth-century 
English fi ction. 86 Atlantic slavery did not, however, infl uence British liter-
ature solely through these channels. With the publication and dissemina-
tion of American slave narratives, Atlantic slavery infl uenced British 
literature metonymically, through literary form. 

Straddling the metaphoric and metonymic axes, Atlantic slavery reor-
ders the literary, as well as economic, world. It is at once a powerfully or-
ganizing metaphor (“Intemperance is slavery; to be deprived of the right to 
vote is slavery”) and a powerfully organizing metonym (slavery makes the 
Atlantic world contiguous). 87 In fact, the two are inseparably linked, for the 
slave trade’s restructuring of the Atlantic world created the material and 
imaginative networks that allow metaphors of slavery to be transmitted. A 
large part of abolitionist strategy was to make these metonymic networks 
visible, from the abolitionist slogan, “Am I not a man and a brother?” 
which emphasized a global human community, to the boycott of slave-
produced goods, which connected items like sugar to their origin in slave 
labor (“They do say he takes no sugar in his tea, because he thinks he sees 
spots of blood in it,” a character observes in Gaskell’s My Lady Ludlow).

The slave narrative becomes part of the heteroglot, multigeneric net-
work of the novel. On a formal level, it makes visible how black literary, as 
well as economic, production contributes to British culture. Textual con-
tact zones become contested sites, featuring the asymmetric push and pull 
of language, of tenor and vehicle, of metaphor. But contact zones are also 
the sites of metonymic collision—of what I describe as “genre tectonics.” 
At these narrative fault lines, the slave narrative slides against adjacent 
genres, triggering moments of linguistic, epistemological, and even onto-
logical crisis. The fugitive slave becomes not only an “organizing center,” 
but also an epicenter for the fundamental narrative events in the novel. 
Meaning radiates outward from these narrative nodes, across the meto-
nymic, as well as metaphoric, axis. 

It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that those common metaphors of 
transatlantic relations—“matrix,”“web,”“rhizomes,” and “network”—are 



The American Slave Narrative and the Victorian Novel22

metaphors of metonymic relations. America, Europe, and Africa comprise 
“parts of the whole” Atlantic world. Each, in its turn, is both inseparable 
from, and refl ective of, the system from which it emerges. On the textual 
level, this can be seen in the slave narrative’s absorption of novelistic 
tropes—but it can also be seen reciprocally, in the novel’s absorption of 
slave narrative tropes. Douglass read Dickens; Dickens read Douglass. 
Each genre participates in the textual Atlantic, a single imaginative space 
that brings together the literary production of its members. Conceived of 
this way, the novel is a dynamic system characterized by the metonymics, 
as well as metaphorics, of slavery and its cultural productions. To quote 
from the Cowper epigraph that begins this chapter, commerce and art to-
gether bind nations into “a vast terraqueous whole,” a planetary union 
that refl ects the oceanic and tectonic powers of the geographic—and tex-
tual—Atlantic world. Recalling Wai Chee Dimock’s conception of “deep 
time” and her call for a broader, planetary scope in assessing American 
studies, the textual Atlantic gestures to the larger, planetary scope of Atlan-
tic studies, beginning with the fundamental geologic event that created 
the Atlantic world: the rifting of Pangea. The genre tectonics that emerge 
in my study fi nd their precedent here, in the originary, tectonic movement 
of the Atlantic world. 

The following chapters comprise one kind of metonymic network, re-
vealing how the American slave narrative infl uences and interconnects 
four Victorian novels. Since this project is primarily a generic study, I do 
not address novels in which slavery appears in metaphoric or literal guise. 
Thus, novels such as Thackeray’s Vanity Fair (with its motif of “Oriental” 
slavery) and The Virginians (which takes place in America and features 
American slaves), or Wilkie Collins’s  Woman in White (with its theme of 
female imprisonment) and Armadale (which features a mulatto protago-
nist), fall outside the purview of this study. 

The fi rst chapter, on Charlotte Bront ë’s Jane Eyre, expands critical read-
ings of the novel to include not just West Indian, but also American slavery. 
This chapter builds on biographical and historical evidence to establish the 
Brontës’ exposure to antislavery literary sources. It contends that the struc-
tural force of Jane Eyre can be attributed not only to adjacent genres such 
as the spiritual narrative, but also to the slave narrative, a genre that takes 
on material power in scenes of literacy and resistance within the novel. 

The second chapter depicts how Thackeray burlesques the slave nar-
rative in Pendennis by emptying the genre of its racial and political signi-
fi cation and applying it to the debate over transatlantic copyright and 
professional authorship. Parodying abolitionist rhetoric and imagery 
in his account of young Pendennis’s journey to authorship, Thackeray 
equates the life of the writer with that of the slave: both are the victims of 
free circulation and economic exploitation. Rather than lament this fact, 
Thackeray depicts the writer as an opportunist hack who benefi ts from 
the sale of his own autobiography. Reducing slavery to an empty meta-
phor, Thackeray realizes Douglass’s greatest fears of uncontrolled rhetorical 
usage. 
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The third and fourth chapters look at Elizabeth Gaskell’s use of the 
slave narrative in three of her fi ctions: a gothic short story, “The Grey 
Woman” (1861); a provincial novella,  My Lady Ludlow (1859); and an in-
dustrial novel, North and South (1855). In “The Grey Woman,” Gaskell 
bases her sensational cross-dressing plot on two slave narratives, Harriet 
Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl and William and Ellen Craft’s 
Running a Thousand Miles to Freedom, applying the unique plight of 
female slaves to her story of sexual oppression and gender “passing.” In 
My Lady Ludlow, she explores the class anxieties that beset a provincial 
English town, linking the fear of working-class literacy to that of slave 
literacy. And in  North and South, she deploys the slave narrative in depict-
ing the struggle between master and man while exposing the British 
textile industry’s connection to American cotton-slavery. 

The fi fth chapter investigates Charles Dickens’s revision of the slave 
narrative in Great Expectations (1860–61). Written on the eve of the Amer-
ican Civil War,  Great Expectations appears a steadfastly national text, 
advocating prison reform and chronicling English class divisions. Yet its 
organization around scenes of incarceration, clandestine reading, vio-
lence, and illicit escape resonate with events across the Atlantic and point 
to the preeminence of the fugitive plot. Resituating the slave narrative in 
England, Dickens applies its generic paradigm to issues of class mobility, 
literacy, and freedom, ultimately mounting a plea for gradual reform over 
violent insurrection. 

This study concludes with an epilogue on Robert Louis Stevenson and 
Fanny Stevenson’s collection of stories, The Dynamiter (1885). Set against 
the Fenian dynamite bombings in London, The Dynamiter revises the slave 
narrative to expose England’s dwindling moral authority in the late-Victorian 
period. This epilogue addresses the cultural durability of the slave narrative 
in the years following the Emancipation Proclamation, while considering 
how issues of authorship and authenticity continued to haunt the genre into 
the late nineteenth century. 

But to return to Frederick Douglass. There may have been a “hideous 
and abominable portrait of him in the [ Narrative],” but contrary to Dick-
ens’s fears, it would do little to set readers against Douglass’s tale. The 
British rallied around Douglass, offering him “cordiality,”“kind hospital-
ity,” and “deep sympathy.” 88 In a letter to William Lloyd Garrison, written 
four months after he fi rst arrived in Britain, Douglass admits, “I can truly 
say, I have spent some of the happiest moments of my life since landing in 
this country. I seem to have undergone a transformation. I live a new 
life.”89 Two years later, in his farewell speech to the British public, Doug-
lass would thank his hosts and cry, “I will endeavor to have daguerreo-
typed on my heart this sea of upturned faces, and portray the scene to my 
brethren when I reach America.” 90 The British had impressed themselves 
upon Douglass’s life as he had on theirs. With this introduction, here is 
The American Slave Narrative and the Victorian Novel.
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          In Imperialism at Home, Susan Meyer explores Charlotte Bront ë’s use of 
race and empire in Jane Eyre. In particular, she is struck by the 

repeated allusions to bondage and slavery and wonders, “Why should 
Brontë write a novel permeated with the imagery of slavery, and suggest-
ing the possibility of a slave uprising, in 1846, after the emancipation of 
the British slaves had already taken place?” In an attempt to reconcile this 
discrepancy, Meyer speculates, “Perhaps the eight years since emancipa-
tion provided enough historical distance for Bront ë to make a serious 
and public, although implicit critique of British slavery and British impe-
rialism in the West Indies.” 1 Perhaps. More likely is the possibility that 
Brontë was thinking not only of West Indian slavery, but also of American 
slavery. 

The transatlantic abolitionist movement was at its height in the mid-
1840s, as British abolitionists turned their efforts toward the liberation of 
American slaves. David Turley writes, 

[English abolitionists] and their American collaborators were most 
extensively and vigorously active in the years between the passage of 
the emancipation law in Britain and the period of the liberation of the 
American bondsmen and their initial settlement as freedmen. Within 
this period the decade from the mid-1830s to the mid-1840s was the 
highpoint of transatlantic abolitionism as a functioning international 
enterprise. In these years it overshadowed in the minds of many abo-
litionists preoccupations with slavery and its aftermath elsewhere 
within the British empire and outside it. American slavery as an object 
of concern even matched anxiety over the evil of the international 
slave trade. 2

Interest in the West Indies had waned, stemming in part from the poste-
mancipatory economic decline of the colonies and the general failure of 

   1 

The Slave Narrative of Jane Eyre  
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the apprenticeship system. 3 Into its place stepped the American slave 
question, which allowed English reformers a convenient distraction from 
the troubled “West Indian experiment” 4 and a new opportunity to exhibit 
their country’s enlightened attitude toward slavery. 5

Many critics have delved into the infl uence of Atlantic slavery and British 
imperialism on Bront ë and her fi ction. Meyer, for one, has amassed 
compelling evidence that even as a child, Bront ë “unabashedly revel[ed] in 
the racial confl icts of empire.” 6 And Humphrey Gawthrop, describing slav-
ery as the “ idée fi xe of Emily and Charlotte Bront ë,” speculates broadly as 
to possible sources of information and infl uence—from books available at 
the local library to the West Indian affi liations of some of their neighbors. 7

Despite the Bront ës’ relative isolation at Haworth Parsonage, they had ac-
cess to several newspapers and were quite worldly about contemporary 
politics, both on the domestic and international level. 8 Charlotte was fond 
of setting her tales in exotic locales, whether real or fi ctional, and in her 
juvenile tales of Angria, written with her brother Branwell, she creates an 
African state with a ruling white aristocracy and a downtrodden black 
underclass. Many of the details of Charlotte’s stories can be traced to arti-
cles about African exploration that were published in Blackwood’s Edin-
burgh Magazine, a favorite periodical in the Bront ë household. 9 In addition 
to Africa, the Bront ë children were fascinated by American politics. In 
1827, Branwell wrote a description of the “Battell [sic] of Wshington [sic]” 
and in 1829, Charlotte wrote “The American Tale,” a short sketch about 
President Jackson’s possible repeal of a tariff on English cotton. 10

Brontë would have been aware of racial confl ict and slavery not only 
through her reading, but also through her father’s connection to evangeli-
cal Anglicanism. The Reverend Patrick Bront ë’s education at Cambridge 
was partially funded by William Wilberforce, the great English abolition-
ist, and he was on good terms with Wesleyan Methodists, Quakers, and 
other Nonconformists, all of whom were united in their disapproval of 
slavery. 11 Bront ë was a close friend of Mary Taylor, a Radical Nonconform-
ist whom she met at Miss Margaret Wooler’s School at Roe Head. The 
Taylors were an unorthodox and strong-minded family, and they played a 
critical role in Bront ë’s intellectual development, introducing her to alter-
nate political views as well as to continental art and literature. In a letter 
to Elizabeth Gaskell, Taylor writes: “[Charlotte Bront ë] visited us twice or 
thrice when she was at Miss Wooler’s. We used to dispute about politics 
and religion. She, a Tory and clergyman’s daughter, was always in a mi-
nority of one in our house of violent Dissent and Radicalism.” 12 Despite 
their differences of opinion, Bront ë and Taylor were both “furious 
politicians” who revered Harriet Martineau, the writer, abolitionist, and 
feminist.13

Through the 1830s, Bront ë corresponded regularly with Mary Taylor, 
and from 1836–1840, she made several trips to the Red House, the Taylors’ 
home in Gomersal. 14 These trips overlapped with Bront ë’s employment 
as a teacher and governess, fi rst at Roe Head from 1835–1838, then 
at Mrs. Sidgwick’s in Stonegappe (near Skipton) and Mrs. White’s in 
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Rawdon from 1839–1841. During this time, Bront ë became increasingly 
depressed about the social and economic degradation she felt at the 
hands of her employers and students. In her Roe Head journal and her 
letters of the period, Bront ë begins to make explicit comparisons between 
her plight and that of a slave. In a journal entry from August 11, 1836, 
she writes, 

The thought came over me: am I to spend all the best part of my life 
in this wretched bondage, forcibly suppressing my rage at the idle-
ness, the apathy and the hyperbolical and most asinine stupidity of 
those fatheaded oafs, and on compulsion assuming an air of kindness, 
patience and assiduity? Must I from day to day sit chained to this 
chair prisoned within these four bare walls. 15

The fury that would characterize Jane Eyre’s voice seems to have found its 
inspiration here, in Bront ë’s frustrated tenure at Roe Head. She repeats 
the metaphor of enslavement in a letter to Ellen Nussey of 30 June 1839: 
“I hope my term of bondage [as governess to Mrs. Sidgwick] will soon be 
expired”16 and she adopts similar language to describe her sisters’ situa-
tions. On 2 October 1838, Bront ë writes to Nussey, “My sister Emily is 
gone into a Situation as a teacher in a large school of near forty pupils 
near Halifax. . . . Hard labour from six in the morning until near eleven at 
night. with [sic] only one half hour of exercise between—this is slavery I 
fear she will never stand it—” 17 and on 1 July 1841, in another letter to 
Nussey, she writes, “I have lost the chance of seeing Anne. She is gone 
back to ‘the Land of Egypt and the House of Bondage.’ ” 18

What triggered Bront ë’s sudden proclivity for metaphors of slavery? 
The Slave Emancipation Act, which freed slaves throughout the British 
Empire, was passed in August 1833, so issues of human bondage and suf-
fering were certainly in the air. And governessing had been compared to 
slavery as far back as Jane Austen’s Emma, in which Jane Fairfax alludes 
to the “governess-trade.” 19 A third possible source of inspiration emerges 
from the heightened interest in American slavery that followed West Indian 
emancipation. From 1834 to 1846, or from the year of West Indian eman-
cipation to the year Bront ë began writing  Jane Eyre, the British public was 
increasingly exposed to the plight of American slaves through the efforts 
of the British and Foreign Antislavery Society (BFASS), the publication of 
slave narratives, and the lecture tours of American fugitive slaves. This 
convergence of events would gradually but dramatically shift the focus 
away from the West Indies to America, so much so that by the 1850s, the 
antislavery struggle became synonymous with the internecine confl ict in 
America.20

In 1840, the fi rst World Anti-Slavery Convention was held in London, 
an event at which British abolitionists dedicated themselves to the eradi-
cation of American slavery. 21 Among those who attended was Charles 
Lenox Remond, an African American orator and son of free blacks who 
had embarked on an antislavery lecture tour of England in 1840. 22 Also 
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traversing the country on a lecture tour was the fugitive slave, Moses 
Roper, who fl ed to England in 1835 (see fi gure  1.1). Aided by several 
British abolitionists, Roper attended boarding schools and University 
College in London. In 1837, he published a narrative of his life and began 
an extensive speaking tour, traveling to halls and churches throughout 
Wales, Scotland, and England. By 1846, several other slave narratives had 
been published in England to popular acclaim, among them the narrative 
of Moses Grandy (1843). Grandy was forced to buy his freedom three 
times (he was duped twice), and in the early 1840s, he traveled to England 
to raise money to purchase the rest of his family’s freedom. There, he met 
the abolitionist George Thompson, a former member of the House of 
Commons. With Thompson’s help, Grandy published his narrative in the 
hopes that “whatever profi t may be obtained by the sale of this book, and 
all donations with which I may be favoured, will be faithfully employed in 
redeeming my remaining children and relatives from the dreadful condi-
tion of slavery.” 23 Then there was the most famous fugitive slave of all, 
Frederick Douglass, whose narrative was fi rst published in America in 
1845. He fl ed immediately afterward to England, where his movements 
were covered by major newspapers as well as the provincial press. In 
December 1846, Douglass spoke at the Leeds Music Hall, and his speech, 
entitled, “England Should Lead the Cause of Emancipation,” was reprinted 
on 26 December 1846 in the Leeds Mercury, one of the papers to which the 
Brontës subscribed. 24

Did Bront ë know about these American slaves? Did she hear them 
speak? Did she read their narratives? These are diffi cult questions to 
answer, but there is some enticing evidence to suggest that she did. In the 
1839 edition of his narrative, Moses Roper appends a list of the churches 
and halls he visited in his lecture tour. Included on the list are the “Inde-
pendent,” or Congregationalist, churches in Gomersal and Skipton, two 
small towns near Haworth, where Bront ë grew up. Mary Taylor was from 
Gomersal, and we know Bront ë visited her several times between 1836 
and 1840. We also know the two women attended services at Gomersal 
Church.25 Taylor, with her radical sympathies, would have been a likely 
candidate to hear one of Roper’s lectures. Roper also visited the church at 
Skipton, which was adjacent to Stonegappe Hall, the home of Bront ë’s
employer, Mrs. Sidgwick. It was during Bront ë’s employ there that her 
student Benson Sidgwick, the likely inspiration for Jane Eyre’s Master 
Reed, reportedly threw a Bible at her. 26 A. C. Benson, a Sidgwick relative, 
recalls, “all that another cousin can recollect of [Charlotte Bront ë] is that 
if she was invited to church [at Skipton] with them, she thought she was 
being ordered about like a slave, if she was not invited, she imagined she 
was excluded from the family circle.” 27

Even if she did not see Moses Roper speak, Bront ë almost certainly 
would have heard of him or read his narrative, especially given her appe-
tite for news and politics. According to Marion Starling, “Roper was the 
slave narrator with the distinction of being the fi rst person to achieve 
publicity as a fugitive who fl ed all the way to England from the Southern 



Figure 1.1. [Unknown artist], frontispiece for Moses Roper,  Narrative 
of the Adventures and Escape of Moses Roper, from American Slavery
(Berwick-upon-Tweed: Warder Offi ce, 1848). Reproduced with permission, 
the University Library, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. 
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States in search of safety.” 28 After his narrative’s initial publication in 
London in 1837, a new edition appeared almost every year, and by 1844, 
it had sold at least 30,000 copies in Great Britain, alone. 29 In his narra-
tive, Roper describes an unsuccessful fl ight attempt in which, surrounded 
by slave catchers, he is taken to “the Red House, where they confi ned me 
in a room the rest of the night, and in the morning lodged me in the gaol 
of Caswell Court House.” 30 The episode strongly recalls the moment early 
in Jane Eyre when, “like any other rebel slave,” Jane struggles to escape 
Mrs. Reed, Bessie, and Miss Abbot as they confi ne her in the “red-room.” 31

Ultimately, the most compelling evidence that Bront ë was infl uenced 
by American slave narratives is neither biographical nor historical, but 
textual. With its emphasis on literacy, its teleological journey from slavery 
to freedom, and its ethics of resistance over submission, Jane Eyre bor-
rows many of the generic features of the slave narrative. Moreover, the 
young Jane Eyre sounds like a slave narrator, using the rhetorical 
devices so successfully deployed by Frederick Douglass, the slave narra-
tor whose literary voice Jane most closely approximates. What critics 
have identifi ed as elements of the spiritual autobiography in  Jane Eyre
can be traced to the slave narrative’s reinscription of that form. Sandra 
Gilbert and Susan Gubar, for example, describe the novel as a revision of 
Bunyan’s “Pilgrim’s Progress” and point to Jane’s journey from “oppres-
sion (at Gateshead)” to “starvation (at Lowood)” to “madness (at Thorn-
fi eld),” to “coldness (at Marsh End),” to the Celestial City, Ferndean. 32

Each location is allegorically linked to some form of physical or mental 
tyranny, a formulation that nicely lends itself to  Jane Eyre’s episodic struc-
ture. Yet the novel’s stages are defi ned not so much by Jane’s arrivals as 
by her escapes. Her residencies at Gateshead, Lowood, Thornfi eld, and 
Marsh End all terminate as a result of Jane’s desire for greater freedom, 
and each “station” of her journey moves her palpably closer to a truly 
authentic sense of self. 

As the next section will reveal, the language of the slave narrative 
emerges most distinctly at moments of crisis, when Jane desperately grasps 
for the words to articulate her condition. It is at these moments that the 
novel’s heteroglot formation congeals around its constitutive parts, and 
the reader can see the language of slave narrative jostle against the language 
of gothic romance, ghost story, spiritual narrative, and adventure tale. In 
keeping with the teleology of the slave narrative, the discussion is struc-
tured around the stages or stations in Jane’s journey toward freedom. This 
structure is, by necessity, chronological and diachronic, allowing the 
reader to track Jane’s progress. The fi rst section demonstrates literacy’s 
critical role in giving Jane a voice, fi rst at Gateshead and then at Lowood, 
where she explicitly identifi es herself with the defi ant slave. The second 
section looks at Jane’s tenure at Thornfi eld, a place of “false freedom” that 
initially offers safe refuge but in turn becomes a locus of servitude and 
subjugation from which she must escape. The chapter ends with an 
analysis of Jane’s liberation, predicated on her fl ight from Thornfi eld and 
her eventual discovery of her inheritance at Marsh End. 



The Slave Narrative of Jane Eyre 31

  Learning to Read  

From this time I was most narrowly watched. If I was in a separate 
room any considerable length of time, I was sure to be suspected 
of having a book, and was at once called to give account of 

myself.
—Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of 

Frederick Douglass, an American Slave 

At Gateshead, reading becomes an illicit act. Jane retreats to a “hid-
ing-place” (7) to read Bewick’s History of British Birds and is struck 
by John Reed for her “sneaking way” (8). 33 In a fit of proprietorship, 
he exclaims, “You have no business to take our books,” a claim that 
encompasses both the material form of books and the act of reading 
itself. Wielded by the master, literacy becomes a weapon of subj-
ugation, a fact made clear when John Reed flings the volume of 
Bewick at Jane and causes her to fall and hurt her head. Yet in the 
moments after her injury, Jane wrests the power of literacy from her 
attacker: 

The volume was fl ung, it hit me, and I fell, striking my head against 
the door and cutting it. The cut bled, the pain was sharp: my terror 
had passed its climax; other feelings succeeded. 

“Wicked and cruel boy!” I said. “You are like a murderer—you are 
like a slave-driver—you are like the Roman emperors!” 

I had read Goldsmith’s “History of Rome,” and had formed my 
opinion of Nero, Caligula, &c. Also I had drawn parallels in silence, 
which I never thought thus to have declared aloud. 

“What! What!” he cried. “Did she say that to me? Did you hear her, 
Eliza and Georgina? Won’t I tell mamma? but fi rst—” 

He ran headlong at me: I felt him grasp my hair and my shoulder: he 
had closed with a desperate thing. I really saw in him a tyrant: a mur-
derer. I felt a drop or two of blood from my head trickle down my neck, 
and was sensible of somewhat pungent suffering: these sensations for 
the time predominated over fear, and I received him in frantic sort. 
(8–9)

It takes a book to trigger this abrupt change in Jane, from an ethics of 
endurance and submission to one of defi ance and resistance. In that brief 
moment after she is hurt, Jane discovers the words to articulate her con-
dition, responding to the physical assault of “Bewick’s Birds” with the ver-
bal assault of Goldsmith’s “History of Rome.” In other words, Jane 
fi guratively throws the book back at Master John. She imaginatively 
transforms him into a “slave-driver,” a “murderer” and a “tyrant,” charac-
terizations so potent that Jane is fi nally able to comprehend her own con-
dition and to resist. 
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Jane’s epithets mark the novel’s initiation into the language of slave 
narrative. While she draws parallels between her own situation and that of 
the slaves in Goldsmith’s history, her language, with its “morbidly” realist, 
fi rst-person accounts of oppression and violence, is evocative of contem-
porary African American slave narratives. As Jane is dragged to the red-
room, she describes, “I resisted all the way: a new thing for me . . . and, like 
any other rebel slave, I felt resolved, in my desperation, to go to all lengths” 
(9). Her sudden rebellion evokes Frederick Douglass’s famous resistance 
to Mr. Covey, a moment that is likewise triggered by an act of violence. 
Thrown to the fl oor by Covey, Douglass suddenly “resolved to fi ght” (81): 

From whence came the spirit, I don’t know . . . and, suiting my action 
to the resolution, I seized Covey hard by the throat; and as I did so, I 
rose. He held on to me, and I to him. My resistance was so entirely 
unexpected, that Covey seemed taken all aback. . . .  He asked me if 
I meant to persist in my resistance. I told him I did, come what might; 
that he had used me like a brute for six months, and that I was deter-
mined to be used so no longer. (81) 

What had begun as an impulsive act of defi ance develops into a permanent 
change of consciousness. Although Jane is punished for her behavior 
toward John Reed, she remains incorrigible, lashing out whenever she is 
later provoked: 

John thrust his tongue in his cheek whenever he saw me, and once 
attempted chastisement; but as I instantly turned against him, roused 
by the same sentiment of deep ire and desperate revolt which has 
stirred my corruption before, he thought it better to desist and ran 
from me, uttering execrations, and vowing I had burst his nose. I had 
indeed leveled at that prominent feature as hard a blow as my 
knuckles could infl ict; and when I saw that either that or my look 
daunted him, I had the greatest inclination to follow up my advan-
tage to purpose. (22) 

From meekly submitting to abuse, Jane now strikes back, meeting vio-
lence with violence and startling her family with her heretofore unex-
pected rebelliousness. 

The language of slave narrative similarly emerges when Jane confronts 
her aunt following a visit by Mr. Brocklehurst. Chafi ng at how her charac-
ter has been maligned, Jane muses, “ Speak I must; I had been trodden on 
severely, and  must turn: but how? What strength had I to dart retaliation 
at my antagonist?” (30). 34 Although Jane has not, in this particular case, 
been physically abused, her response is strikingly visceral; she feels “trod-
den on” and wonders if she has the “strength” to respond. “Shaking from 
head to foot, thrilled with ungovernable excitement” (30), she passionately 
disavows Mrs. Reed, an act that exacts a physical toll on her body. Imme-
diately afterward, she describes, 
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Ere I had fi nished this reply my soul began to expand, to exult, with 
the strangest sense of freedom, of triumph, I ever felt. It seemed as if 
an invisible bond had burst, and that I had struggled out into unhoped-
for liberty.  . . .  I was left there alone—winner of the fi eld. It was the 
hardest battle I had fought, and the fi rst victory I had gained. (30–31) 

From her dramatic account of physical victory over an oppressor to her 
language of spiritual liberation, Jane channels the voice of Frederick 
Douglass. In a parallel moment in his narrative, Frederick Douglass 
describes the aftermath of his seminal struggle with Mr. Covey: 

The battle with Mr. Covey was the turning-point in my career as a 
slave. It rekindled the few expiring embers of freedom, and revived 
within me a sense of my own manhood. . . . It was a glorious resurrec-
tion from the tomb of slavery, to the heaven of freedom. My long-
crushed spirit rose, cowardice departed, bold defi ance took its place. 
(82–83)

In Jane’s case, she bursts the “invisible bond” of familial oppression; in 
Douglass, he throws off the “crush[ing]” weight of psychological oppres-
sion. The effect of their rebellion on their oppressors is likewise devastat-
ing. Mr. Covey “trembled like a leaf ” (81); Mrs. Reed “looked frightened,” 
and “was lifting up her hands, rocking herself to and fro, and even twisting 
her face as if she would cry” (30–31). 

Jane channels the voice of the “rebel slave” in moments of despair 
as well as triumph. Immediately after she defi es Master Reed and is rele-
gated to the red-room, she suffers from overwhelming feelings of power-
lessness:

“Unjust!—unjust!” said my reason, forced by the agonizing stimulus 
into precocious though transitory power; and Resolve, equally 
wrought up, instigated some strange expedient to achieve escape from 
unsupportable oppression—as running away, or, if that could not be 
effected, never eating or drinking more, and letting myself die. 

What a consternation of soul was mine that dreary afternoon! 
How all my brain was in tumult, and all my heart in insurrection! Yet 
in what darkness, what dense ignorance was the mental battle fought. 
I could not answer the ceaseless inward question— why I thus suf-
fered; now, at the distance of—I will not say how many years, I see it 
clearly. (12) 

Marcus Wood argues that Jane’s feelings are analogized here with “the 
emotions of slave rebellion” and that her “thought processes and language 
form a startling alignment with those of a fugitive slave autobiography.” 35

“The domestic life of the Reeds,” Wood continues, is fi gured as a “micro-
cosmic planter household,” with Jane designated a social “other” because 
of her subordinate status. 36 Awakened to the injustice of her situation, 
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Jane enters a period of ontological crisis. Her situation is, in many ways, 
untenable: having risen up, she can no longer submit quietly to her fate. 
And though her sentiments may appear overwrought—she is, after all, a 
young girl who has been disciplined—they reveal a signifi cant shift in per-
ception and action, from the role of quiescent victim to intractable rebel. 

Douglass, too, struggles to reconcile himself to his enslaved status. He 
writes, “I often found myself regretting my own existence, and wishing 
myself dead; and but the hope of being free, I have no doubt but that I 
should have killed myself, or done something for which I should have 
been killed” (56). Later, in his famous apostrophe to the ships in Chesa-
peake Bay, he cries, “ ‘O that I were free.  . . . Why am I a slave? I will run 
away. I will not stand it. Get caught, or get clear, I’ll try it. I had as well die 
with ague as the fever. I have only one life to lose’ ” (76). Douglass’s queries 
and resolutions resonate with Jane’s, and he similarly considers killing 
himself or running away. His mental anguish predicts Jane’s “consterna-
tion of soul,” as he writes, “Thus I used to think, and thus I used to speak 
to myself; goaded almost to madness at one moment, and at the next 
reconciling myself to my wretched lot” (77). In accordance with Orlando 
Patterson’s defi nition of slavery, Jane and Douglass seek liberation from 
social death in the only two ways available to them: through physical 
death, or through escape. 37

Jane’s juvenile embrace of the language of slave narrative is not with-
out its complications, for she ultimately replaces one form of imaginative 
excess with another. While she pays tribute to Douglass at these moments 
of resistance, she also confi rms Douglass’s greatest fears. As Douglass had 
said, “I have found persons in this country who have identifi ed the term 
slavery with which I think it is not, and in some instances, I have feared, 
in so doing, have rather (unwittingly, I know) detracted much from the 
horror with which the term slavery is contemplated.” 38 In comparing her 
experience of childhood misery and frustrated literacy to that of slavery, 
Jane betrays an imaginative extravagance that refl ects her own intellectual 
immaturity. Yet this overzealous adoption of the slave narrative genre is 
an important part of Jane’s maturation, revealing her struggle to fi nd her 
narrative voice. At these moments of “genre tectonics,” we see the collision 
of generic modes, as Jane experiments with alternate epistemologies, from 
the gothic to the romantic to the spiritual. This narrative friction is most 
evident in these early chapters of the novel, when we see more clearly 
Jane’s clumsy “genre-switching,” her attempts to channel a new imagina-
tive medium. 

One such transitional moment occurs when Jane is imprisoned in the 
red-room. She observes, “Superstition was with me at that moment; but it 
was not yet her hour for complete victory: my blood was still warm; the 
mood of the revolted slave was still bracing me with its vigor; I had to stem 
a rapid rush of retrospective thought before I quailed to the dismal pre-
sent” (11). The drastic swing of emotions refl ects Jane’s incomplete episte-
mological development, as she subscribes to “superstition,” on the one 
hand, and “the mood of the revolted slave,” on the other. Her response is 
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appropriately adolescent: she simply replaces one imaginative extrava-
gance (rebel slave) for another (gothic victim). As the sun sets, Jane 
describes: “I grew by degrees cold as stone, and then my courage sank. My 
habitual mood of humiliation, self-doubt, forlorn depression, fell damp on 
the embers of my decaying ire” (13). Jane’s subsequent bout of hysteria 
represents her defi nitive return to the realm of the gothic. From hot-blooded 
slave, Jane now shifts to the opposite extreme, becoming like a corpse—
cold, passive, insensate. 39

The gothic is only one of many genres that Jane experiments with dur-
ing this childhood period. She recalls how easily frightened and seduced 
she is by the ghost stories and romances related by Bessie, and she eagerly 
absorbs the “passages of love and adventure taken from old fairy tales and 
older ballads; or (as at a later period I discovered) from the pages of 
‘Pamela,’ and ‘Henry, Earl of Moreland’ ” (7). Through such reading, Jane 
situates herself in the world through the lens of light Romantic fi ction, 
fi nding easy fi ctional cognates in the passive gothic victim, the improbably 
virtuous Pamela, the lonely orphan child of popular songs. Even Bewick’s 
History of British Birds is, for Jane, a genre of supernatural fantasy: “Each 
picture told a story; mysterious often to my undeveloped understanding 
and imperfect feelings, yet ever profoundly interesting; as interesting as 
the tales Bessie sometimes narrated on winter evenings” (7). Gazing at one 
picture, she writes, “I cannot tell what sentiment haunted the quiet solitary 
churchyard with its inscribed headstone,” slipping effortlessly into gothic 
conjecture. John Reed’s arrival, however, forces Jane to abandon her imag-
inary world for the physical realities of her existence. Fictional terror gives 
way to the very real terror of bodily violence. Jane writes, “Every nerve I 
had feared him, and every morsel of fl esh on my bones shrank when he 
came near” (8). At this moment of crisis, the language of gothic tale, of 
romance, of fairy tale fail her—in fact, Bewick’s History of British Birds is 
transformed into a missile to hurt her—and Jane must resort to alternate 
forms of expression. 

Adventure tales and romances, which had once provided pleasurable or 
thrilling escape, now offer little succor. Jane, it turns out, has outgrown 
her reading materials. Where she had once “perused with delight” the 
charms of Gulliver’s Travels, she now sees in the hero an incarnation of 
herself: “a most desolate wanderer in most dread and dangerous regions” 
(17). Likewise, the Arabian Tales no longer hold magic for her: “I sat down 
and endeavoured to read. I could make no sense of the subject; my own 
thoughts swam always between me and the page I had usually found fas-
cinating” (32). And Mr. Brocklehurst’s reading recommendation, the 
“Child’s Guide,” comes across as a penny dreadful disguised as a Christian 
morality tale: “[It is] an account of the awfully sudden death of Martha 
G—, a naughty child addicted to falsehood and deceit” (29). All these texts 
are “children’s books,” composed for the diversion or instruction of im-
pressionable young minds. But fairy tales, religious tracts, and gothic 
novels no longer captivate or placate Jane; her own life exceeds the imag-
inative limits of such genres. 
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Even the Bible provides only partial relief. When Mr. Brocklehurst asks 
Jane if she is “fond” of the Bible, she responds, “I like Revelations, and the 
book of Daniel, and Genesis and Samuel, and a little bit of Exodus, and 
some parts of Kings and Chronicles, and Job and Jonah” (27). These books 
comprise the narrative portions of the Bible and share a common theme 
of oppression and resistance. The book of Revelation, with its lurid depic-
tion of Judgment Day, suggests a moment of fi nal reckoning, a millennial 
apocalypse. Daniel depicts the young man’s escape from lions. Genesis 
includes the story of Cain and Abel and the sale of Joseph by his brothers, 
Samuel and Kings the history of the Israelites from the death of Moses to 
their exile, Chronicles the Babylonian Captivity, Exodus the fl ight from 
Egypt, Job the question of “why do the righteous suffer?” and Jonah the 
capture and escape from the whale. Each biblical selection deals explicitly 
with questions of injustice, endurance, exile, enslavement, and escape—in 
other words, the questions that fi gure most prominently in the life of the 
modern slave. As Lisa Sternlieb argues, “[Jane] fi nds precedence for her 
hatred of John Reed in the stories of Cain and Abel and Joseph and his 
brothers, and she fi nds hope in the tales of Exodus that the guilty will be 
punished, the oppressed rewarded.” 40 By professing a fondness for 
these parts of the Bible, Jane declares her solidarity with the oppressed 
Israelites, much as she had declared her solidarity with Roman slaves. 41

To some of  Jane Eyre’s contemporary critics, the novel was less spiritual 
autobiography than “pre-eminently an anti-Christian composition,” 42

marked by a willingness to skewer Christian hypocrisy and advocate vio-
lent resistance. Elizabeth Rigby, in her famous 1849 review of the novel, 
denounces Jane Eyre as “the personifi cation of an unregenerate and undis-
ciplined spirit, the more dangerous to exhibit from that prestige of princi-
ple and self-control which is liable to dazzle the eye too much for it to 
observe the ineffi cient and unsound foundation on which it rests.” 43 Jane 
is an unworthy heroine of fi ction because she is “uninteresting, senten-
tious, pedantic,” and—worst of all—rebellious. Rigby continues, “We do 
not hesitate to say that the tone of mind and thought which has over-
thrown authority and violated every code human and divine abroad, and 
fostered Chartism and rebellion at home, is the same which has also writ-
ten Jane Eyre.”44 Jane’s greatest fl aw, aside from her general unattractive-
ness, is her proclivity for violent, “anti-Christian” resistance. 

Brontë seems to anticipate Rigby’s reservations in her novel by placing 
many of her concerns in the mouth of Helen Burns. To Jane’s vow that “I 
must resist those who punish me unjustly,” Helen replies, “Heathens and 
savage tribes hold that doctrine, but Christians and civilized nations dis-
own it. . . .  It is not violence that best overcomes hate—not vengeance that 
most certainly heals injury” (49). For Helen, the true prescription is to 
“Read the New Testament, and observe what Christ says, and how he acts; 
make his word your rule, and his conduct your example. . . .  Love your 
enemies; bless them that curse you; do good to them that hate you and 
despitefully use you” (49). Helen’s advice is culled from the New Testa-
ment and espouses a pacifi st ethics far removed from the vengeful wrath 
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exhibited by the Old Testament God. But we have seen that, apart from the 
book of Revelation, Jane is an Old Testament devotee; she prefers to retal-
iate rather than turn the other cheek. 45 She abhors hypocritical Christian-
ity above all: at Gateshead, she lashes out against John Reed and Mrs. 
Reed; at Lowood, she resists the sanctimonious Brocklehurst. She admits 
that she “could not comprehend [Helen’s] doctrine of endurance,” and 
though she respects Helen’s ethical piety, she ultimately rejects Helen’s 
doctrine for her own. Nonetheless, Helen does temper Jane’s impulsive-
ness and imaginative excess. In the place of extravagant and self-defeating 
shows of insubordination, Jane learns to be more calculating and covert; 
she learns how to survive in a disciplinary society while maintaining her 
hatred for injustice. 

Like other dissidents, be they Chartists, Christians, or slaves, Jane must 
reconcile ethical integrity with practical exigencies. To use an analogue 
from the abolitionist movement, Jane adopts a stance of Garrisonian non-
violence. Her new position emerges most plainly after she is instructed by 
Mr. Brocklehurst to stand on a pedestal in the middle of the classroom: 

There was I, mounted aloft: I, who had said I could not bear the shame 
of standing on my natural feet in the middle of the room, was now 
exposed to general view on a pedestal of infamy. What my sensations 
were, no language can describe: but just as they all rose, stifl ing my 
breath and constricting my throat, a girl came up and passed me: in 
passing, she lifted her eyes. What a strange light inspired them! What 
an extraordinary sensation that ray sent through me! How the new 
feeling bore me up! It was as if a martyr, a hero, had passed a slave or 
victim, and imparted strength in the transit. I mastered the rising 
hysteria, lifted up my head, and took a fi rm stand on the stool. (57) 

Jane, who had previously vowed to Helen that she “could not bear” such a 
disgrace and would even wrest the ruler from her teacher’s hand should 
she be fl ogged, now submits to her punishment with no visible resistance. 
She neither lashes out physically, as she did with Master John, or verbally, 
as she did with Mrs. Reed. Instead, she arrives at a third, more subtle, 
form of resistance. 

Borrowing Christian imagery, Jane likens Helen to a “martyr, a hero,” 
while her self-characterization as “slave or victim” is somewhat more secu-
lar. The distinction is signifi cant, for Jane channels Helen’s “doctrine of en-
durance” and transmutes it into a form of resistance she can accept. Where 
previously she had attempted physical (and verbal) mastery over her oppo-
nents, here she demonstrates a mastery over her own self. Lifting herself 
from the degradation of her situation, Jane becomes a “heroic slave” (to 
borrow the title of Douglass’s 1852 novella)—a slave in fact, but no longer a 
slave in spirit. And though Jane still feels “crushed and trodden on,” won-
dering afterward, “Could I ever rise more?” she has made a critical choice. 
Jane is, in her own words, “no Helen Burns” (55), and she will continue to 
reject the Christian promise of afterlife for an earthly form of resurrection. 
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The scene of Jane’s public humiliation invokes similar scenes of Chris-
tian persecution in Goldsmith’s History of Rome and even John Foxe’s  Book
of Martyrs. But it also brings to mind contemporaneous examples of phys-
ical exposure and torture. Jane is a “slave or victim,” and her summoning 
to the “pedestal of infamy” serves as a warning to the other “slaves”—in this 
case, the pupils of Lowood School. Such an episode closes the fi rst chapter 
of Douglass’s Narrative, in which the young Douglass is fi rst introduced to 
the horrors of slavery. Aunt Hester, having disobeyed her master, Colonel 
Lloyd, is stripped naked and prepared for a whipping. Douglass writes, 

[Colonel Lloyd] took her into the kitchen, and stripped her from neck 
to waist, leaving her neck, shoulders, and back, entirely naked. He 
then told her to cross her hands, calling her at the same time a d—d 
b—h. After crossing her hands, he tied them with a strong rope, and 
led her to a stool under a large hook in the joist, put in for the purpose. 
He made her get upon the stool, and tied her hands to the hook. She 
now stood fair for his infernal purpose. Her arms were stretched up at 
their full length, so that she stood upon the ends of her toes. He then 
said to her, “Now, you d—d b—h, I’ll learn you how to disobey my 
orders!” and after rolling up his sleeves, he commenced to lay on the 
heavy cowskin. . . .  I was so terrifi ed and horror-stricken at the sight, 
that I hid myself in a closet, and dared not venture out till long after 
the bloody transaction was over. I expected it would be my turn next. 
It was all new to me. I had never seen any thing like it before. (26) 

Before her own public humiliation, Jane had watched Helen “sent to stand 
in the middle of the large schoolroom,” a punishment that “seemed to me 
in a high degree ignominious, especially for so great a girl—she looked 
thirteen or upwards” (43). She later witnesses Helen’s whipping with a 
“bunch of twigs”: “This ominous tool [Helen] presented to Miss Scratcherd 
with a respectful curtsy; then she quietly, without being told, unloosed her 
pinafore, and the teacher instantly and sharply infl icted on her neck a 
dozen strokes with the bunch of twigs” (45). Helen’s disrobing and public 
fl agellation moves Jane later to tell her, “‘But then it seems disgraceful to 
be fl ogged, and to be sent to stand in the middle of a room full of people; 
and you are such a great girl: I am far younger than you, and I could not 
bear it” (47). Jane’s emphasis on Helen’s age underscores the sexually 
degrading aspect of her punishment. Helen is a “great girl”; her public 
disgrace is a breach of her womanly modesty. Although she is not stripped 
from “neck to waist” like Aunt Hester, she must partially undress to expose 
her body to the blows of the twigs. And though she is not called a “d—d 
b—h,” she is deemed a “slattern” (45, 62), slovenly in person and, by impli-
cation, in morality. Jane experiences a similar bodily mortifi cation when 
she is placed on the stool, and her situation is made worse by the presence 
of Brocklehurst, with his menacing masculinity. 46

In the intensity of these moments, Jane again reaches for literary suste-
nance in the genre of slave narrative. She learns, however, to modulate her 
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tone when communicating with others, to curb her more extravagant fl ights 
of fancy in the interest of credibility. Asked by Miss Temple to defend her-
self against Brocklehurst’s accusations, Jane chooses her words with care: 

I resolved, in the depth of my heart, that I would be most moderate—
most correct . . .  .Exhausted by emotion, my language was more sub-
dued than it generally was when it developed that sad theme; and 
mindful of Helen’s warnings against the indulgence of resentment, I 
infused into the narrative far less of gall and wormwood than ordi-
nary. Thus restrained and simplifi ed, it sounded more credible: I felt 
as I went on that Miss Temple fully believed me (60). 

Jane moves away from overheated rhetoric and generic ventriloquism, 
demonstrating her intellectual and epistemological maturation. In response, 
Miss Temple agrees to write to Mr. Lloyd for corroboration of Jane’s story, 
assuring her that “if his reply agrees with your statement, you shall be pub-
licly cleared from every imputation” (60). Mr. Lloyd’s reappearance here 
reiterates the importance of rhetorical integrity. The fi rst person to believe 
Jane’s account of injustice at Gateshead, Mr. Lloyd had nonetheless scoffed 
at her initial complaint, “I was shut up in a room where there is a ghost till 
after dark” (19). “Ghost!” Mr. Lloyd cries, “What, you are a baby after all! 
You are afraid of ghosts!” (19). It is only after Jane rejects gothic conven-
tion that Mr. Lloyd fi nally believes her tale. As if mindful of this lesson, Jane 
refrains from narrative indulgence in recounting her story to Miss Temple, 
with the result that her character and veracity are upheld. 47

The change in Jane’s narrative method parallels her physical and intel-
lectual maturation. Knowledge replaces brute force as the most tenable 
strategy of liberation. Jane now “had the means of an excellent education 
placed in my reach” (71) and learns of “nations and times past; of coun-
tries far away; of secrets of nature discovered . . . of books” (62). Education, 
and specifi cally literacy, empowers Jane within a power structure that 
enslaves her, eventually offering her the means of “escape” through her job 
as governess. It is at Lowood that Jane fi rst learns how to conjugate the 
French verb, “ être,” a lesson whose signifi cance is not so much grammati-
cal as ontological: Jane learns how to speak, but she also learns how to be.
From these humble beginnings, Jane scratches together the skills necessary 
to engineer her next escape, this time to the confi nes of Thornfi eld. 

  A New Servitude  

Lowood had provided greater autonomy than Gateshead, and so Thorn-
fi eld promises greater autonomy than Lowood. Still, the ultimate prize 
remains stubbornly out of reach: 

I desired liberty; for liberty I gasped; for liberty I uttered a prayer; it 
seemed scattered on the wind then faintly blowing. I abandoned it 
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and framed a humbler supplication; for chance, stimulus: that peti-
tion, too, seemed swept off into vague space: “Then,” I cried, half des-
perate, “grant me at least a new servitude!” (72) 

Jane craves the “delightful sounds” of “Liberty, Excitement, Enjoyment” 
(73), a motto that evokes the French revolutionary cry, “ Liberté, Egalité, 
Fraternité” as well as the American promise of “Life, Liberty, and the Pur-
suit of Happiness.” Yet she recognizes her need to compromise, to post-
pone full liberty to some distance future. Thus, governessing, though a 
means to escape the “rules and systems” of Lowood, becomes only an 
intermediary step in her pursuit of self-emancipation. 

Where slavery had previous signifi ed Jane’s experience of childhood 
oppression, it now shifts to signify the “new servitude” that is governess-
ing. Blanche Ingram compares governesses to “incubi” (150) and com-
plains of their tendencies toward “mutiny and general blow-up” (153), 
dismissing “the whole tribe” as “a nuisance” (150). Her choice of language 
recalls Helen Burns’s belief that “heathens and savage tribes hold that 
doctrine [of violent resistance]” (49) and links Jane’s present, economic 
exploitation to her youthful insubordination. The use of the word “race” 
likewise ties the two experiences. As a child, Jane had described herself as 
“an interloper not of [Mrs. Reed’s] race, and unconnected with her, after 
her husband’s death, by any tie” (13); now she is fi gured as “one of the 
anathematised race” (151) of governesses. Mr. Rochester puts it most 
bluntly when he proposes marriage to Jane at Thornfi eld, announcing, 
“You will give up your governessing slavery at once” (230). 

While the experience of slavery is encoded metaphorically in these pas-
sages, Bront ë also acknowledges the existence of a larger, global network 
in which these metaphors circulate. In perhaps the most famous passage 
from the novel, Jane speaks of the universal restiveness of all “human 
beings”:

Millions are condemned to a stiller doom than mine, and millions are in 
silent revolt against their lot. Nobody knows how many rebellions 
besides political rebellions ferment in the masses of life which people 
earth. Women are supposed to be very calm generally: but women feel 
just as men feel; they need exercise for their faculties and a fi eld for their 
efforts as much as their brothers do; they suffer from too rigid a restraint, 
too absolute a stagnation, precisely as men would suffer. (93) 

Critics have noted the gender implications of the above passage, building 
upon Gilbert and Gubar’s contention that “the distinction between male 
and female images of imprisonment is—and always has been—a distinc-
tion between, on the one hand, that which is both metaphysical and met-
aphorical, and on the other hand, that which is social and actual.” 48 Yet 
Jane’s stated solidarity with “millions” of other victims seems to transcend 
gender—and even racial—boundaries. She feels “just as men feel” and she 
suffers as much as her “brothers,” a rhetorical plaint that resonates with 
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the famous abolitionist plea, “Am I not a man and a brother?” Rochester 
too relies on the abolitionist motto to emphasize a common humanity that 
unites disparate groups. He tells Jane, “The Lowood constraint still clings 
to you somewhat, controlling your features, muffl ing your voice, and restrict-
ing your limbs; and you fear in the presence of a man and a brother—
or father, or master, or what you will.” (118). Human suffering is universal; 
it transforms relations of hierarchy (father to son, master to servant) to 
those of contiguity (brother to brother, human to human). 

Slavery is the indexical marker of this global network. Jane alludes to 
those who are “condemned to a stiller doom than mine,” a description that 
sets up a continuum of suffering that transcends history and geography. 
Her particular misery does not so much replace or diminish other forms 
of misery as point them out. In this community of governesses, slaves, 
men, women—the millions who are “in silent revolt against their lot”—
race reveals itself metonymically, through a network of kinship and asso-
ciation. Rochester, for example, describes hiring a mistress as “the next 
worse thing to buying a slave: both are often by nature, and always by 
position, inferior: and to live familiarly with inferiors is degrading” (266). 
Meyer has argued that Bront ë “use[s] race metaphorically in [her] fi c-
tion. . . [to] explore issues of gender,” 49 a strategy that risks suborning vehi-
cle (race, slavery) for tenor (gender, governessing). But at this particular 
moment, slavery is also being used metonymically, as a fi xed signifi er on 
the continuum (or signifying chain) of injustice. Slavery becomes the 
benchmark of degradation, “the worst” thing against which all other rela-
tionships are compared. 50 Mere contact with slavery (“to live familiarly 
with inferiors”) infects those around it. 

Slavery’s metonymic reach extends to its historical and economic role 
in Atlantic slavery. Everyone is implicated in this network, from the West 
Indian plantation owner to the English consumer of slave-produced goods. 
Within the narrative, Bertha Mason has generally been read as the most 
direct link to Atlantic slavery, a character whose West Indian background 
and contact with slaves conspire to racialize her character and render her 
slavelike. For Gayatri Spivak, she is “a fi gure produced by the axiomatics 
of imperialism,” 51 an ideological construct of British colonialism. For 
Susan Meyer, she evokes a history of slave rebellion and the postemanci-
patory decline of the British West Indian colonies. And for Gilbert and
Gubar, her purpose is monitory and psychological: she is a “dark double” 
who “acts like Jane” and also “acts  for Jane,” serving as a repository for 
Jane’s repressed desires. 52

These readings are not incompatible once Jane’s connection to Atlantic 
slavery, from her appropriation of the slave narrative to her description of 
a global humanitarian network, reveals itself. Despite her white English-
ness, Jane is more accurately the literary and political ally, not the “anti-
podes,” (265) of the West Indian Bertha Mason. Like Jane, Bertha is an 
outcast. Her behavior parallels Jane’s, from her feral rage to her resistance 
to imprisonment. Both are violently cordoned to a chair, Jane by Bessie 
and Miss Abbott, Bertha by Grace Poole and Mr. Rochester; both are 
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described as animals, Jane as a “mad cat,” a “rat,” and a “bad animal,” 
Bertha as a “wild beast” (264), a “hyena” (25), and a “wild animal” (250). 53

If Bertha more broadly represents the vexed consequences of West Indian 
enslavement and emancipation—in other words, if she becomes an alle-
gorical icon of what Wendell Phillips called “the West Indian experiment” 54—
she also becomes the political precedent by which all subsequent acts of 
emancipation within the novel are evaluated. Given the historical moment 
in which Bront ë was writing and the political reverberations of West Indian 
abolition upon American slavery, the character of Jane suggests a sort of 
“American experiment” who sees in her West Indian analogue the pitfalls 
of slavery and its aftermath. 55

In Bertha, Bront ë offers a lurid projection of Jane’s future. Yet Jane 
comes close to repeating Bertha’s fate, and her straying from the path to 
emancipation is accompanied by repeated allusions to Eastern slavery. 
Rochester exclaims, “I would not exchange this one little English girl for 
the grand Turk’s whole seraglio,” which provokes Jane to respond, “I’ll not 
stand you an inch in the stead of a seraglio [ . . . ] so don’t consider me an 
equivalent of one; if you have a fancy for anything in that line, away with 
you, sir, to the bazaars of Stamboul without delay; and lay out in extensive 
slave-purchases some of that spare cash you seem at a loss to spend satis-
factorily here” (229). Although Jane rejects Rochester’s comparison, even 
vowing to “preach liberty to them that are enslaved” and to “stir up mu-
tiny” (230) she ultimately submits to Rochester’s loving “despotism” (234); 
the “one little English girl” fi nds herself residing on the same continuum 
as the seraglio, assessed as “so many tons of fl esh and such an assortment 
of black eyes” (229). Her seduction takes on the weightiness of biblical 
transgression, as Jane compares herself to the Israelites who, having been 
led out of Egypt, waver in their quest for freedom: “My future husband 
was becoming to me my whole world; and more than the world: almost 
my hope of heaven. He stood between me and every thought of religion, 
as an eclipse intervenes between man and the broad sun. I could not, in 
those days, see God for his creature: of whom I had made an idol” (234). 56

Rochester “unworlds” Jane; he replaces the global, collective network in 
which she had previously situated herself with the egotism of the individual. 

During her tenure at Thornfi eld, the larger world is relegated to the 
outer edges of Jane’s consciousness. But it emerges forcefully in her dreams 
and artwork, channeled through her “spiritual eye” (107). The image of a 
turbulent sea and shipwreck is one such vision that repeatedly haunts 
Jane. It is a common Christian topos, foreshadowing Jane’s spiritual foun-
dering. Yet it also has historical resonance when set against the history of 
Atlantic slavery. One of Jane’s watercolors particularly invites such a con-
nection, depicting “clouds low and livid, rolling over a swollen sea”: 

All the distance was in eclipse; so, too, was the foreground; or, rather, 
the nearest billows, for there was no land. One gleam of light lifted 
into relief a half-submerged mast, on which sat a cormorant, dark and 
large, with wings fl ecked with foam: its beak held a gold bracelet. . . 
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sinking below the bird and mast, a drowned corpse glanced through
the green water; a fair arm was the only limb clearly visible, whence 
the bracelet had been washed or torn. (107) 

Jane’s watercolor is clearly inspired by J. M. W. Turner’s famous painting, 
The Slave Ship, or Slavers Overthrowing the Dead and Dying — Typho[o]n 
Coming On, exhibited at the Royal Academy in 1840 (see fi gure  1.2). Based 
on the Zong Massacre of 1781, when over a hundred slaves were thrown 
overboard so a British slaver could collect on its insurance policy,  The Slave 
Ship was lauded by John Ruskin for its sublime depiction of the sea: 

Purple and blue, the lurid shadows of the hollow breakers are cast 
upon the mist of night, which gathers cold and low, advancing like the 
shallow of death upon the guilty ship as it labours amidst the light-
ning of the sea, its thin masts written upon the sky in lines of blood, 
girded with condemnation in that fearful hue which signs the sky with 
horror, and mixes its fl aming fl ood with the sunlight, and, cast far 
along the desolate heave of the sepulchral waves, incarnadines the 
multitudinous sea. 57

In the foreground of the painting is the shackled leg of a female slave, 
half-submerged in the roiling waters and incongruously graceful (see 
fi gure  1.3). Carrion birds circle the leg, which is in the process of being 

Figure 1.2. J. M. W. Turner,  The Slave Ship (Slavers Throwing Overboard 
the Dead and Dying, Typho[o]n Coming On), 1840. Reproduced with 
permission, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 
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Figure 1.3. [Detail] J. M. W. Turner,  The Slave Ship (1840). Reproduced 
with permission, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. 

devoured by a swarm of sea-creatures. The broken end of the chain waves 
almost gaily in the air and accentuates the irony of the slave’s end: she is 
free, but dead. 

The Slave Ship inspired a great deal of controversy, not the least for its 
subject matter. 58 Its exhibition was timed to coincide with the fi rst World 
Anti-Slavery Convention in London. Although England had abolished the 
slave trade in 1807, the painting was a sordid reminder of the nation’s past 
history, as well as a call to arms for a new generation of abolitionists intent 
on eradicating American slavery. Abolitionists hoped that just as the 
actual Zong Massacre had been critical in mobilizing the early anti-slave-
trade movement (it was Olaudah Equiano who fi rst shared details of the 
massacre with the abolitionist Granville Sharp), Turner’s rendering of the 
massacre would help mobilize a new wave of antislavery sentiment. 

Jane’s version of Turner’s painting prefi gures her own demise, replac-
ing the leg of the “negress” with “a fair arm,” the shackle with a “gold 
bracelet.” As she falls under Rochester’s sway, she dreams she is 
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tossed on a buoyant but unquiet sea, where billows of trouble rolled 
under surges of joy. I thought sometimes I saw beyond its wild waters 
a shore, sweet as the hills of Beulah; and now and then 
a freshening gale wakened by hope, bore my spirit triumphantly 
towards the bourne; but I could not reach it, even in my fancy,—a 
counteracting breeze blew off land and continually drove me back. 
(129–30) 

Jane catches glimpses of the promised land, yet her successful passage is 
repeatedly fl outed. This dream foreshadows the spiritual upset that ends 
the second volume of the novel, when Jane discovers Rochester’s secret. 
Falling into a troubled sleep, Jane 

heard a fl ood loosened in remote mountains, and felt the torrent 
come: to rise I had no will, to fl ee I had no strength [ . . . ] it came: in 
full, heavy swing the torrent poured over [ . . . ] That bitter hour cannot 
be described: in truth, “the waters came into my soul; I sank in deep 
mire: I felt no standing; I came into deep waters; the fl oods overfl owed 
me.” (253) 

Although she has escaped marriage to Rochester, Jane imagines her liber-
ation as a form of death. 

And yet, Jane does not die. According to Gilbert and Gubar, Jane is 
ultimately faced with three escape options: escape through fl ight, escape 
through starvation, or escape through madness. The fi rst two options fi t 
neatly within Orlando Patterson’s paradigm of slavery, in which fl ight and 
physical death offer the only true respites from social death. The third 
option, escape through madness, appears less a true escape than simply 
another manifestation of social death. The insane person, like the slave, 
forfeits power, natality, and honor, but unlike the slave who is born into 
subjugation, the insane person—in this case, Bertha Mason—is what Pat-
terson defi nes as “an insider who had fallen, one who ceased to belong 
and had been expelled from normal participation in the community 
because of a failure to meet certain minimal legal or socioeconomic 
norms of behavior.” 59 Should Jane seek “escape” through insanity, she 
merely passes into another form of enslavement; already a slave, she will 
only make a lateral move to “a new servitude.” 

Jane had already rejected starvation and death as a viable escape 
option, fi rst when she is imprisoned in the red-room, and subsequently at 
Lowood, when she declines to follow Helen Burns’s doctrine of endurance 
and posthumous resurrection. She rejects death a third time during her 
desperate fl ight from Thornfi eld, collapsing on the road and crying, “And 
why cannot I reconcile myself to the prospect of death? Why do I struggle 
to retain a valueless life? [ . . . ] To die of want and cold, is a fate to which 
[my] nature cannot submit passively” (281). Though Jane speaks of her 
“physical inferiority” (5), her body is deceptively resilient. To Rochester’s 
desperate overtures, she declares, “‘I will not be yours.  I care for myself. 
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The more solitary, the more friendless, the more unsustained I am, the 
more I will respect myself. I will keep the law given by God; sanctioned by 
man” (270). Jane’s spiritual profession of faith also marks her recommit-
ment to her cause—namely, her own liberation. Those energies that had 
been diverted to false idols and false escapes are now refocused upon her-
self, enabling her third, and fi nal, escape. And though Jane is a reluctant 
fugitive, “pant[ing] to return” (274) to Thornfi eld, her fl ight is no expul-
sion from Paradise but an exodus from Egypt to some yet-unknown prom-
ised land. 

Once Jane does escape Thornfi eld, the novel quickly reverts to the 
language of slave narrative and evokes once again parallel episodes in the 
American slave’s journey to freedom. Remembering his own fl ight North, 
Douglass describes his “feelings of great insecurity and loneliness” (111) 
upon arriving in New York: 

There I was in the midst of thousands . . . of my own brethren—children 
of a common Father, and yet I dared not to unfold to any of them my 
sad condition. . . . It was a most painful situation; and, to understand 
it, one must needs experience it, or imagine himself in similar circum-
stances . . .  I say, let him place himself in my situation—without home 
or friends—without money or credit—wanting shelter, and no one to 
give it, . . .  and at the same time let him feel that he is pursued by mer-
ciless men-hunters, and in total darkness as to what to do, where to go, 
or where to stay,—perfectly helpless both as to the means of defence 
and means of escape,—in the midst of plenty, yet suffering the terrible 
gnawings of hunger,—in the midst of houses, yet having no home [ . . . ].
(111–112)

Jane is, in fact, placed in such a situation, “without home or friends—
without money or credit,” in constant fear of exposure as she makes her 
way not through New York but through Yorkshire. Jane avoids roads and 
takes to the heath, where she “had a vague dread that cattle might be near, 
or that some sportsman or poacher might discover me” (275). Just as 
Douglass is “afraid of speaking to any one for fear of speaking to the wrong 
one” (111), Jane frets that “strangers would wonder what I am doing, lin-
gering here at the sign-post, evidently objectless and lost. I might be ques-
tioned: I could give no answer but that would sound incredible and excite 
suspicion” (275). 

Jane’s literalized enactment of the slave’s fl ight extends to include the 
methods employed to recover her. “The country had been scoured far and 
wide,” St. John later tells Jane, “[but] no vestige of information could be 
gathered respecting [Jane Eyre]. Yet that she should be found is become a 
matter of serious urgency: advertisements have been put in all the papers” 
(324). In eighteenth- and nineteenth-century England and America, it was 
not uncommon for governesses to run away from unhappy positions. 
Owners would publish notices in local papers, including a physical 
description of the woman and sometimes the promise of a monetary 
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reward. Marcus Wood has shown how advertisements for runaway ser-
vants bore a striking resemblance to advertisements for runaway slaves—
down to the printer’s icon of a fl eeing man or woman that headed such 
advertisements.60 To avoid discovery, runaway slaves like Douglass changed 
their names, as much to avoid recapture as to symbolize their rebirth as 
free men. 61 Jane, for “fear [of] discovery” (297), adopts the name Jane 
Elliott.

It is impossible, of course, to claim Jane’s plight ever truly approaches 
that of American slaves, who were fl eeing brutal slave owners, not spurned 
lovers. But at this moment in the novel, Jane comes closest to approximat-
ing the experience of a true runaway slave. She is beset by feelings of 
“hunger, faintness, chill, and [a] sense of desolation” (281), and this despair 
exceeds even her childish misery at the hands of the Reeds and Brockle-
hurst. Having wandered briefl y into a life of ignorance and ease, Jane 
must be reinitiated into the life of the dispossessed, and the slave narrative 
becomes the engine that propels a reluctant Jane forward, reigniting an 
emancipatory quest that had temporarily stalled. 

  Jane’s Declaration of Independence  

At the height of her enthrallment to Rochester, Jane almost casually iden-
tifi es a solution to her plight: 

the more he [Rochester] bought me, the more my cheek burned with a 
sense of annoyance and degradation. . . . I remembered what in the 
hurry of events, dark and bright, I had wholly forgotten—the letter of 
my uncle, John Eyre, to Mrs. Reed: his intention to adopt me and make 
me his legatee. “It would, indeed, be a relief,” I thought, “if I had ever 
so small an independency [ . . . ] I will write to Madeira the moment I get 
home, and tell my uncle John I am going to be married, and to whom: 
if I had but a prospect of one day bringing Mr. Rochester an accession 
of fortune, I could better endure to be kept by him now.” (229) 

Jane’s words become a portent of the future for, unable to gain true free-
dom through education or marriage, she is faced with only one last, viable 
option: Jane must purchase her freedom. 

Jane’s life of servitude ends defi nitively on the fi fth of November, or 
Guy Fawkes Day. As a child, Jane had been likened to “a sort of infantine 
Guy Fawkes,” and her rebellion at Gateshead and her discovery of her 
uncle’s legacy both occur around this date. Jane’s association with Guy 
Fawkes underscores her rebellious nature, and like the famous perpetra-
tor of the Gunpowder Plot, she is painted as a traitor and outcast by the 
Reeds. Yet Guy Fawkes Day is also Jane’s Independence Day, the moment 
at which she fi nally achieves sovereignty over herself and her life. As such, 
the holiday invokes Jane’s earlier longing for “Liberty, Excitement, Enjoy-
ment” and the republican sentiments of France and America. Jane is a 
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successful rebel, one who is not tortured, killed, and then burned in effi gy 
but who defi nitively overthrows her oppressors. 

Jane’s independency gives her just that—independence. Upon learning 
that she is an heiress, Jane thinks, “It was a grand boon doubtless; and 
independence would be glorious—yes, I felt that— that thought swelled my 
heart” (326). Still more, the size of her inheritance allows her to purchase 
not just her own freedom, but the freedom of those she loves. About Mary, 
Diana, and St. John Rivers, she thinks, “They were under a yoke: I could 
free them: they were scattered,—I could reunite them—the independence, 
the affl uence which was mine might be theirs too” (328–29). To be sure, 
Jane seeks to release her cousins from no less than governessing slavery 
and foreign exile. When St. John resists Jane’s generosity, saying, “ ‘Jane: I 
will be your brother—my sister will be more sisters—without stipulating 
for this sacrifi ce of your just rights,’ ” Jane retorts, 

“ ‘Brother? Yes; at the distance of a thousand leagues! Sisters! Yes; 
slaving among strangers! I, wealthy—gorged with gold I never earned 
and do not merit! You, penniless! Famous equality and fraternisation! 
Close union! Intimate attachment!’ ” (330) 

Jane’s choice of words again reveals her indebtedness to French and 
American ideals of “equality,” “fraterni[ty],” and “union.” Moreover, her 
invocation of sister- and brotherhood reinforces Jane’s sense of solidarity 
with those in similarly oppressive plights—the “millions” who are also 
“in silent revolt against their lot,” who are her sisters and brothers in 
suffering. 

Some may fi nd it troubling that Jane’s bequest from her uncle is linked 
to the Madeira wine trade and implicates her in the Atlantic slave econ-
omy. Yet slavery connects and contaminates all within its network, leaving 
no one, as it were, untouched. Others may fi nd it troubling that Jane ulti-
mately gains freedom through fi nancial, rather than ideological, means, 
taking this as a sign of the novel’s fundamentally conservative nature. Yet 
Jane’s liberation is far more radical than it may initially appear. Her rec-
ognition of money’s critical role in a woman’s independence anticipates 
Virginia Woolf’s “A Room of One’s Own,” but while Woolf argues that a 
“fi xed income” is necessary for a woman to write, Bront ë suggests that a 
woman can write in order to achieve a fi xed income. To put it another way, 
Jane writes her way to freedom. 

In her childhood skirmish with Master Reed, Jane learns that literacy, 
when placed in the hands of the oppressed, can be turned into a weapon 
of resistance. Master Reed physically injures Jane with Bewick’s History of 
British Birds; Jane verbally injures Master Reed with Goldsmith’s History
of Rome. Through her reading of Goldsmith’s History and the Old Testa-
ment Bible, she learns to articulate her own condition, to “[give] tongue,” 
in the words of Frederick Douglass, “to interesting thoughts of my own 
soul, which had frequently fl ashed through my mind, and died away for 
want of utterance” (55). At Lowood, the transgressive nature of literacy is 
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affi rmed once again when Jane accidentally drops her slate and incurs 
Brocklehurst’s wrath. She writes, 

[I had not] neglected precautions to secure my personal safety; which 
I thought would be effected, if I could only elude observation. To this 
end, I had sat well back on the form, and while seeming to be busy 
with my sum, had held my slate in such a manner as to conceal my 
face: I might have escaped notice, had not my treacherous slate some-
how happened to slip from my hand and falling with an obtrusive 
crash, directly drawn every eye upon me; I knew it was all over now, 
and, as I stooped to pick up the two fragments of slate, I rallied my 
forces for the worst. (55) 

Jane’s desire to avoid detection hearkens back to her attempt to conceal 
herself, in “double retirement,” in the window seat with Bewick’s History.
Whether writing or reading, Jane understands implicitly the danger of 
such activities; they must be done in secret or, at the every least, outside 
the master’s gaze. 

While the slate ultimately betrays Jane, it also—at least temporarily—
protects her. Jane uses it as a makeshift shield to ensure her “personal 
safety,” hiding behind it to avoid Brocklehurst’s scrutiny and recognition. 
This episode may act as a biographical link to Bront ë’s own authorial sit-
uation, hiding, as she did, behind the pseudonym Currer Bell. But the 
slate here is described as “treacherous,” an example of prosopopoeia that 
suggests that the slate is both a traitor to Jane and a tool of treachery in 
general. Yes, the slate, as if by its own volition, slips from Jane’s hand, but 
its loud “crash” simply exposes Jane for what she is: a rebel and traitor. 
Even her subsequent public shaming is a traitor’s sentence, apropos of 
this “infantine Guy Fawkes.” 

The process by which Jane learns to use literacy as an offensive as well 
as defensive tool parallels Jane’s maturation in general. From her inauspi-
cious beginning scratching out elementary sums on a broken slate, Jane 
progresses to French and drawing, to greater literary sophistication. This 
“excellent education” allows Jane to make her way in the world as a gov-
erness, and her education continues at Moor House under the tutelage of 
the Rivers: she “liked to read what they liked to read” and “devoured the 
books they lent to me” (298), picking up German and even Hindustanee. 
In her turn, Jane teaches the village schoolchildren how to “write [and] 
cipher” (306), passing on those skills that had been so hard-won. 

It is at Moor House that Jane fi nally confronts and then exorcises the 
demons of her past—through writing, no less. The moment she reveals her 
true identity to St. John parallels the broken-slate episode at Lowood and 
transforms a moment of shame into one of redemption. As St. John 
admires Jane’s portrait of Rosamond, he suddenly starts: 

What he suddenly saw on this blank paper it was impossible for me to 
tell: but something had caught his eye. He took it up with a snatch; he 
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looked at the edge; then shot a glance at me, inexpressibly peculiar 
and quite incomprehensible: a glance that seemed to take and make 
note of every point in my shape, face, and dress [ . . . ] I saw him dex-
terously tear a narrow slip from the margin. (320) 

What Jane has traced “in Indian ink, in [her] own handwriting” are the 
words “ ‘Jane Eyre’—the work doubtless of some moment of abstraction” 
(325). St. John’s response, his sudden and focused attention, destroys 
Jane’s attempt at anonymity. And yet Jane has unwittingly betrayed her-
self: in absentmindedly tracing her name, she has written her way to free-
dom. Scrawled in the margins of a piece of paper, her signature is, quite 
literally, a piece of “marginalized writing,” refl ective of Jane’s position at 
the margins of society and the gendered space occupied by “scribbling 
women.”62 But despite its origin in “some moment of abstraction,” Jane’s 
signature is no meaningless or frivolous act. In writing her name, Jane 
writes herself from the margin to the center, from “Jane Eyre” to  Jane
Eyre.63

Though the attention she garners is nothing like the harsh censure of 
Brocklehurst, Jane has nonetheless exposed herself in a similar moment 
of carelessness. The “treacherous” slate slips from her hands; the piece of 
scrap paper scrawled in “some moment of abstraction” reveals her iden-
tity. Yet the latter episode proves a corrective to the former. The broken 
slate, which leads to Jane’s public vilifi cation as a “castaway,” “interloper,” 
“alien,” and “liar” (in the midst of his diatribe, Brocklehurst never uses her 
real name) gives way to the torn scrap of paper, which reveals her true 
identity as “Jane Eyre,” not “Jane Elliott.” In both cases, Jane’s person has 
been revealed by the tools of literacy, but the latter episode restores her to 
her rightful legacy whereas the former deprives her of dignity. The greater 
sophistication of the materials similarly refl ects the evolution and redemp-
tion of Jane’s character. Where Jane had once used a slate and chalk to 
solve sums, she now wields “ultramarine and lake and vermilion” to paint 
human portraits (325). Her signature in Indian ink becomes a claim to 
identity and also to authorship, a signal that Jane is ready to take owner-
ship of her self and to acknowledge her previously unknown origins. 

Jane’s pursuit of true independence continues even after she comes 
into her inheritance and must stave off the “claims” of St. John. For though 
St. John wishes to place her under the “yoke” of marriage, Jane has already 
learned fi rsthand the impossibility of such a union: St. John offers 
her only the tepid, Christian alternative to Rochester’s “Eastern” sexual 
enslavement. After her fi nal rejection of St. John’s marriage proposal, she 
writes, “It was my time to assume ascendancy.  My powers were in play, 
and in force” (358). Spiritual and emotional autonomy follow fi nancial 
autonomy as Jane’s process of restoration continues. Only then can she 
return to Rochester as a completely “free” woman. 

The difference between Jane’s fl ight from Rochester and her return 
offers an instructive contrast. When she fl ees Thornfi eld, Jane’s move-
ments are furtive and desperate. She slips away at dawn and attempts to 
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avoid suspicion on the road. Her actions and concerns are those of a fugi-
tive, and her heightened sense of anxiety stems from a fear of recapture. If 
Thornfi eld had been her Egypt, Jane is a runaway slave, a latter-day Isra-
elite destined to “drear fl ight and homeless wandering” (274), hunted like 
an animal and compelled to take an alias to conceal her identity. Moor 
House and her job as village schoolmistress offer her temporary but “safe 
asylum: it was plodding—but then, compared with that of a governess in 
a rich house, it was independent” (303). 

Jane’s return is considerably different. Having secured her freedom, 
she fi nds herself in a position of power and authority, no longer fi nancially 
and emotionally dependent upon Rochester but, in fact, her “own mis-
tress” to his “master.” To underscore the change in their relations, Bront ë
performs what Richard Chase considers a symbolic castration, depriving 
Rochester of his sight and his right hand. Certainly, Rochester is 
“unmanned,” forced to rely on the woman he had previously treated as a 
harem girl. But Bront ë more importantly deprives him of literacy—the 
ability to read and write. Jane becomes “his vision” and “his right hand” 
(384), taking pleasure in “reading to him” and in writing “letter[s] to his 
dictation” (384). Even when Rochester regains some vision, he still “can-
not read or write much” (384). 

Why does Bront ë so abruptly strip Rochester of literacy even as she 
allows Jane to exploit its power to greater and greater effect? Feminist 
critics understandably read this as Jane’s womanly empowerment and 
Rochester’s emasculation. But setting aside gender readings, what does 
this say about power in general—and literary power, in particular? 

Even more so than money, literacy provides access to spiritual and 
physical freedom. Rochester, after all, is still wealthy at the end of the 
novel, but the injuries to his eyes and hand have lasting epistemological as 
well as physical effects. Without the ability to read and write, Rochester’s 
“proud independence” is subdued and his knowledge of the world criti-
cally circumscribed. According to Marcus Wood, Rochester is thus trans-
formed into “the fi gure of the slave victim,” subordinated to an ascendant 
Jane. Yet such a reading simply reinscribes a power paradigm from which 
Jane had been trying to escape. Instead, Bront ë offers a new social 
dynamic based on mediation and reconciliation. Jane describes how 

[Rochester] saw nature—he saw books through me; and never did I 
weary of gazing for his behalf, and of putting into words the effect of 
fi eld, tree, town, river, cloud, sunbeam—of the landscape before us; of 
the weather round us—and impressing by sound on his ear what light 
could no longer stamp on his eye. (386) 

Jane becomes Rochester’s epistemological fi lter, translating written words 
and visual images into spoken sounds. In other words, she becomes an 
author and narrator, and this passage becomes a  mise-en-abîme in which 
Jane’s relationship with the reader is paralleled to Jane’s relationship 
with Rochester. 64 Like Rochester, we “see” books through Jane—and not 
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just the book that is Jane Eyre, but Bewick’s History of British Birds,
Goldsmith’s History of Rome, the Old Testament Bible. 

Moreover, the authorial presence of Bront ë hovers above the novel, 
adding a second layer of literary mediation. For in addition to the books 
we explicitly see through Jane, there are those books we implicitly see 
through Bront ë. The novel’s overarching emphasis on literacy and free-
dom, dispossession and exile, in conjunction with its potent combination 
of autobiography, history, and gothic fi ction, gestures compellingly to the 
African American slave narrative. And in a fi nal, serendipitous conver-
gence of fact and fi ction,  Jane Eyre’s commercial and literary success ush-
ered in a new period of fi nancial independence for Charlotte Bront ë
herself. Joining the ranks of Frederick Douglass, William Wells Brown, 
and other bestselling authors of the 1840s, Bront ë had made safe passage 
from “governessing slavery” to authorship and freedom. 
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          On Christmas Eve of 1863, William Thackeray died suddenly of a 
stroke. In the months that followed, he was eulogized in the nation’s 

newspapers and magazines, perhaps nowhere more extravagantly than in 
a tribute written by Henry Kingsley, published in  Macmillan’s in February 
of 1864. Acknowledging Thackeray’s widespread appeal, Kingsley imag-
ined how news of Thackeray’s death would spread through America, 
which at that moment was consumed by the Civil War. Kingsley writes, 

[The news] will come fi rst to New York, where they loved him as we 
did. And the fl aneurs of Broadway, and even the busy men in Wall-
street, will stay their politics, and remember him. They will say, “Poor 
Thackeray is dead.” [ . . .  ] And so the news will travel southward. 
Some lean, lithe, deer-eyed quadroon lad will sneak, run swiftly, pause 
to listen, and then hold steadily forward across the desolate war-wasted 
space, between the Federal lines and the smouldering watchfi res of 
the Confederates, carrying the news brought by the last mail from 
Europe, and will come up to a knot of calm, clear-eyed, lean-faced 
Confederate offi cers (Oh! That such men should be wasted in such a 
quarrel, for the sin was not theirs after all); and one of these men will 
run his eye over the telegrams, and will say to the others, “Poor Thack-
eray is dead.” 1

One wonders how Thackeray would have responded to Kingsley’s 
mawkish sentiment. “Poor Thackeray,” indeed! For a man who had spent 
his life rejecting the fetishization of authorship and comparing his work to 
that of bootblack, Kingsley’s accolade seems comically infl ated. 2 And yet, 
in Kingsley’s earnestness, we can see an unexpected outcome to Thackeray’s 
procurantism,3 his attitude of detachment and nonchalance toward 
controversial political, social, and literary topics. To be sure, Kingsley’s 
choice of a “lean, lithe, deer-eyed quadroon lad” as agent of transmission 
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can be read as one of the more unfortunate imaginative excesses of the 
passage, one that taps into romanticized notions of race. But the inclusion 
of this boy, who embodies the divisive fact of slavery but also delivers news 
that, for a moment, unites the two sides, emphasizes Thackeray’s tran-
scendence of ideological lines. To Kingsley’s mind, English citizen, Broad-
way fl aneur, Wall Street businessman, Confederate soldier, and even 
mulatto child could join in the universal lament raised upon Thackeray’s 
death.

Unlike Dickens and Gaskell, Thackeray is not easily linked to a particu-
lar political ideology, and it is this coyness—some would say cowardice—
that makes him a particularly diffi cult subject for the literary critic. As 
Peter Shillingsburg has noted, Thackeray lacks the moral clarity of a Dickens, 
and his novels offer no explicit agenda for reform. But in his willingness 
to satirize everyone, from gentleman to hack writer to servant, Thackeray 
exhibits not a misanthropic impulse but, more accurately, a  democratic
one. At least some of Thackeray’s contemporaries recognized the liberal-
ism concealed behind Thackeray’s wit; Theodore Martin, in the April 1853 
issue of the Westminster Review, writes, “[Thackeray] did not look down 
upon his fellowmen from those heights of contempt and scorn, which 
make satirists commonly the most hateful as well as the most profi tless of 
writers. . . .  He claimed no superiority, arrogated for himself no peculiar 
exemption from the vices and follies he satirized.” 4

This is not to say Thackeray was incapable of bigotry or intolerance, 
but it does suggest that by remaining resolutely apolitical (or “quietist,” as 
he described himself ), Thackeray was attempting to move beyond the 
merely partisan. A case in point is Thackeray’s use of the famous aboli-
tionist phrase, “Am I not a man and a brother?”—a phrase he parodied 
repeatedly over the course of his career. John Sutherland calls it a “profes-
sional catch-phrase” that fi rst appeared in Thackeray’s sketch, “On Some 
Political Snobs,” published in Punch on 4 July 1846. Criticizing extrava-
gant footmen liveries, his sardonic narrator writes, “We can’t be men and 
brothers as long as that poor devil is made an antic before us in his present 
fashion . . .  we have abolished negro slavery. John must be  emancipated
from plush.”5 In  Vanity Fair (1847–48), Thackeray’s narrator asks “leave as 
a man and a brother not only to introduce [the novel’s characters], but 
occasionally to step down from the platform and talk about them,” 6 an 
acknowledgment of his fl exible and even contradictory narrative role: he 
is one of us, yet he also judges us. 7

The phrase most famously ends Thackeray’s autobiographical novel 
Pendennis, as the narrator admonishes us to “give a hand of charity to 
Arthur Pendennis, with all his faults and shortcomings, who does not 
claim to be a hero, but only a man and a brother.” 8 In contemporaneous 
reviews, critics dwell on the phrase, puzzling over Thackeray’s meaning 
and sometimes accusing him of hypocrisy. An anonymous reviewer in the 
Athenaeum, writing in December of 1850, complains, “how are we to 
acquit [Thackeray] of being ‘a man and a brother,’ like every one of those 
whom he dissects; a creature of mixed motives, into whose authorship a 



Slaves and Brothers in Pendennis 55

certain professional causticity may have come to be kneaded, from its 
having been found on former occasions appetizing rather than unpleas-
ant?”9 (The reviewer complains of Thackeray’s “mixed motives” but per-
haps should be more concerned with his own mixed metaphors.) That 
same month, in the Scotsman, J. R. Findlay alludes to these same lines 
with considerably less antagonism: “It is one of [Thackeray’s] best pecu-
liarities that he remonstrates as a brother, rather than reproves as a judge, 
and speaks the bitterest home-truths in a tone generally as full of charity 
as of contempt.” 10 Still another reviewer, David Masson, in the  North British 
Review of May 1851, writes, “The last words of his  Pendennis are a petition 
for the charity of [Thackeray’s] readers in behalf of the principle person-
age of the story, on the ground that not having meant to represent him as 
a hero, but ‘only a man and a brother,’ has exposed his foibles rather too 
freely. So, also, in almost all his other characters his study seems to be to 
give the good and the bad together.” 11

What had been a politically charged plea for slave emancipation is 
emptied out and opened up, applied by Thackeray and his critics to the 
ethics of author- and readership. Let us be tolerant of Arthur Pendennis, 
Thackeray seems to argue, for his status as fi ctional character makes him 
no less human than the novelist who creates him and the reader who buys 
the serial of his life. Let us be tolerant too of William Thackeray, whose 
acerbic wit does not emerge from any imagined superiority but rather 
from his complicity as a “brother” in virtue and vice. Although Thackeray’s 
use of the motto is at least partly ironic—the abolitionist phrase had by 
the mid-nineteenth century becomes a cliché—there is also a real earnest-
ness in his plea for tolerance. In other words, even as Thackeray was depo-
liticizing a threadbare abolitionist catchphrase, he was simultaneously 
repoliticizing and reenergizing it, broadening its application to those who 
participated in the market for literature. It was precisely Thackeray’s 
ability to see literature as a market commodity detached from aesthetic, 
political, or social ideology that ironically (and briefl y) allowed him to 
become a model of Victorian liberalism. Everyone, Thackeray suggests, is 
a man and a brother, for everyone is equally implicated in capitalist get-
ting and spending. As an expression of literary and economic pluralism, 
the phrase would become the byword of Thackeray’s career—and would 
remain so even after Thackeray subsequently abandoned it in the latter 
half of his career. 

This chapter departs from the more straightforward formal borrow-
ings of the slave narrative demonstrated in other chapters, offering a 
broader contemplation of the problematics that come with the appropri-
ation of antislavery discourse and its representative genres. In manipu-
lating the abolitionist motto, Thackeray was simultaneously redefi ning 
what it meant to write a narrative of the slave experience. His objective in 
Pendennis is not to humanize slaves but to (satirically) dehumanize 
authors. Rather than depict a universal brotherhood, he depicts a univer-
sal chattelhood. Exploiting popular metaphors of slavery, Thackeray sit-
uates the hack writer in his own Atlantic labor economy, composing a 
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slave narrative stripped of political ideology and racial specifi city. By 
challenging what it meant to be a “slave narrator,” however, Thackeray 
was simultaneously acknowledging the slave narrative’s importance to 
mid-century print culture. His ironic use of abolitionist discourse, im-
ages, and genres underscores their cultural saturation and power. Within 
this literary economy, Thackeray demonstrates, there is room for both 
black slave and white author, for slave narrator and “slave” narrator. 

  Authorship and Slavery  

Shillingsburg, Craig Howes, and Sutherland have dealt extensively with 
Thackeray’s relationship to Grub Street and his pragmatic approach to 
literary production, an approach that led him to clash with Dickens over 
issues such as the international copyright. While Dickens railed furiously 
against American publishers and their rampant literary piracy, Thackeray 
responded with surprising equanimity. Shillingsburg writes, “Thackeray, 
acknowledging that half a loaf was better than no loaf, laughed and 
befriended the American publishers: James Fields in Boston, George Put-
nam in Philadelphia, and, in New York the Appletons and the Harper 
Brothers, who were the biggest pirates of them all.” 12 This pragmatic 
response to exploitation does not imply Thackeray was writing for altruis-
tic ends or that he undervalued his own work. Thackeray was acutely 
aware of his market value and, when underpaid, did not hesitate to demand 
full remuneration. In an 1854 letter to the editor of Punch, he calculates 
his fee with legalistic precision: 

A column of Punch contains 85 lines of 57 letters = 4,760 letters. 
A page = 9,520. 
A page of Newcomes contains 47 lines of 56 letters = 2,612 letters. 
4 pages = 10,448. 
A page of Blackwood contains 60 lines of 56 letters = 3,360. 
A page of Punch = say 3 pages of Blackwood. 4 of Newcomes. 
3 pages of Blackwood at 5 guineas is 35 per page of £28 per sheet. 13

Thackeray’s more yielding approach to American publishers can be at-
tributed to his frank awareness that in the absence of an international 
copyright, he had no legal clout with which to make his claim. Moreover, 
Thackeray recognized the danger of alienating his American readers, as 
Dickens did with his voluble attack on literary piracy in the 1840s and 
1850s. As part of a transatlantic publishing economy, Thackeray recog-
nized where he wielded—and lacked—power. 

Part of Thackeray’s greater pliancy can be attributed to a fundamental 
difference in his conception of authorship. In his 1864  Cornhill Magazine
memorial to Thackeray, Dickens admits, “We had our differences of opin-
ion. I thought that he too much feigned a want of earnestness, and that he 
made a pretence of undervaluing his art, which was no good for the art 
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that he held in trust.” 14 While Dickens envisioned the writer as a Romantic 
man of letters, Thackeray, in Shillingsburg’s words, “pictured the author 
in a natural world beset by natural evils, fi ghting the same fi ght that other 
tradesmen fought, and like them capable of self-reliance and economic 
competence, though perhaps occasionally in need of a hand when things 
got especially rough.” 15 This emphatically practical attitude toward au-
thorship emerged from Thackeray’s long career as a “hack writer,” or 
writer for hire. In Pendennis, Thackeray describes the hack writer as 
“Pegasus in harness,” an image that yokes a mythic animal to the mun-
dane machinery of Victorian publishing. The hack writer, despite his 
pretensions, is less Pegasus than humble workhorse. 

Thackeray’s image of writer as chattel exploited popular metaphors of 
slavery as a dehumanizing, degrading force. Marcus Wood describes how 
“the comparison of slaves with horses had become a staple of abolition 
propaganda” in the mid-nineteenth century, inspiring Thomas Carlyle’s 
satirical confl ation of black slave and horse in his “Occasional Discourse 
on the Negro Question” (1849) and Latter Day Pamphlets (1850). 16 Lament-
ing the postemancipatory decline of the West Indian sugar colonies, 
Carlyle derides the emancipated slave as having “excellent horse-jaws” 17

and mockingly anticipates the day that “in the progress of Emancipation,” 
not just blacks but “all the Horses also are to be emancipated”: 

The Horse, poor dumb four-footed fellow, he too has his private feel-
ings, his affections, gratitudes; and deserves good usage; no human 
master, without crime, shall treat him unjustly either, or recklessly 
lay on the whip where it is not needed. . . .  “Am I not a horse, and half-
brother?”—To remedy which, so far as remediable, fancy—the horses 
all “mancipated”; restored to their primeval right of property in the 
grass of this Globe. 18

Pushing the metaphor to the point of absurdity, Carlyle skewers aboli-
tionist sentiment by subverting its famous motto. Instead of a black slave 
pleading, “Am I not a man and a brother?” he depicts a horse whinnying, 
“Am I not a horse, and half-brother?” Carlyle suggests that in their eagerness 
to affi rm the slave’s humanity, abolitionists go too far: if the slave is treated 
like an animal, is not the animal treated, then, like a slave? Should we not, 
then, establish a “UNIVERSAL ABOLITION-OF-PAIN ASSOCIATION” that
includes all who believe themselves dehumanized—including animals, 
themselves?

An admirer and friend of Carlyle, Thackeray seemed to share his impa-
tience with those who hopped on the “emancipation” bandwagon. While 
Thackeray tapped into a long tradition of horse-slave metaphors in coin-
ing “Pegasus in harness,” he also resisted the excessive degradation of 
authorship in the same way he resisted its excessive aggrandizement. He 
maintained a satiric distance to popular comparisons of authorship to 
slavery, which authors like Dickens seized upon to articulate their frac-
tious relationship with American publishers. In 1847, Punch claimed, “An 
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English writer is treated by America as America treats her negroes: he is 
turned into ready money for the benefi t of the smart dealer who robs him. 
His brains are taken to market, and knocked down to the highest bidder.” 19

Such rhetoric, which infl amed already existing tensions between America 
and England, reduced American booksellers to money-hungry crooks, 
real-life “ Fagins of letters.” 20 The British author, meanwhile, became the 
hapless victim of the capitalist market, his wares (or brains) auctioned off 
without his permission, as a black slave was auctioned off to ruthless slave 
owners.21 As Charles Reade acerbically observed, “A Briton’s literary prop-
erty is less safe than his house, hovel, haystack and dunghill.” 22

The problem with the slavery metaphor, however, was the plain fact 
that a British author chose to enter the literary profession and stood to 
gain fi nancially from his product, despite the inevitable losses to unscru-
pulous American publishers. Likewise, the publisher chose which books 
to purchase and which to reject, turning the relationship into a mutually 
benefi cial exchange between two willing parties. In  Pendennis, the friction 
between these two points of view, one exploitative, the other reciprocal, is 
played out in the debate between Pendennis and Warrington. Adopting the 
indignant tone of Punch, Pendennis argues, 

“No man shall tell me that a man of genius, as [the author] Shandon is, 
ought to be driven by such a vulgar slave driver, as yonder Mr. Bungay, 
whom we have just left, who fattens on the profi ts of the other’s brains, 
and enriches himself upon his journeyman’s labour. It makes me indig-
nant to see a gentleman the serf of such a creature as that, of a man 
who can’t speak the language that he lives by, who is not fi t to black 
Shandon’s boots.” (P I: 327) 

According to Pen, the author, like the slave, is shamelessly exploited by 
his handlers, reduced from his gentlemanly, even heroic status to that of 
“serf” and servant. But according to Thackeray, the author’s profession is 
no loftier than a bootblack’s, lending amusing irony to Pen’s overheated 
objections. Bungay may not be “fi t to black Shandon’s boots,” but Shandon 
is quite fi t to shine Bungay’s. 

Warrington, a seasoned veteran of the literary market, meanwhile 
scoffs at Pen’s infl ated opinion of authorship. “I am a prose labourer,” he 
fl atly admits, while “you, my boy, are a poet in a small way, and so, I sup-
pose, consider you are authorized to be fl ighty. What is it you want? Do 
you want a body of capitalists that shall be forced to purchase the works 
of all authors, who may present themselves, manuscript in hand?” (P I: 
328). In Pen’s quixotic vision of literary authorship, the writer, or “man of 
genius,” deserves to be treated as a gentleman and king, but is instead 
treated as a slave. In Warrington’s more pragmatic eyes, the writer is 
neither genius nor slave but a hack writer (and bootblack), hired to per-
form a job and please his publisher and, ultimately, the consumer. Like all 
writers, Pendennis, true to his nickname, is merely a “pen”—a commodity 
for sale. Warrington explains, 
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“capital is absolute, as times go, and is perforce the bargain-master. It 
has a right to deal with the literary inventor as with any other;—if I 
produce a novelty in the book trade, I must do the best I can with it; 
but I can no more force Mr. Murray to purchase my book of travels or 
sermons, than I can compel Mr. Tattersall to give me a hundred 
guineas for my horse. I may have my own ideas of the value of my 
Pegasus, and think him the most wonderful of animals; but the dealer 
has a right to his opinion, too, and may want a lady’s horse, or a cob 
for a heavy timid rider, or a sound hack for the road, and my beast 
won’t suit him.” (P I: 328) 

Warrington’s expansion of the Pegasus metaphor is tongue-in-cheek, 
but he hesitates to leap, as Pen does, from horse selling to human selling. 
Instead, he maintains that the literary market is as prosaic as any other 
legitimate market for goods, where the ethics of capitalism prevail. In the 
place of the “vulgar slave driver” Bungay, we have the abstracted “bargain 
master,” capital. Warrington’s use of less infl ammatory metaphors under-
scores his reluctance to romanticize the writing profession or to demonize 
the publisher—in other words, to personalize the professional. 

Throughout the novel, Warrington continues to defuse incendiary rhe-
toric through such skilled manipulation of metaphors. His strategy is dou-
ble-pronged—to undermine or to exaggerate in order to critique—and 
reveals his satiric sensibility. To Pen’s sanctimonious indignation at 
Shandon’s plight, Warrington responds by revealing the banality of liter-
ary work. Elsewhere, he willfully infl ates the mundane to the point of 
absurdity. For example Pen, having rediscovered the manuscript for  Walter 
Lorraine, his fi rst novel, asks Warrington, “Shall we take him [ Walter 
Lorraine] to the publishers, or make an auto-da-fe of him?” (P II: 26), to 
which Warrington responds, “You have much too great a value for him to 
hurt a hair of his head” (P II: 26). The personifi cation of  Walter Lorraine is 
complicated by the fact that Walter Lorraine is really the story of Penden-
nis, thinly veiled; by burning his novel, Pen would perform a metaphoric 
homicide-suicide. Yet Warrington turns a potentially grim metaphor into 
a satirical conceit: 

“No, we won’t burn him: we will carry him to the Egyptians, and sell 
him. We will exchange him for money, yea, for silver and gold, and for 
beef and for liquors, and for tobacco and for raiment. This youth will 
fetch some price in the market; for he is a comely lad, though not 
over strong; and we will sell him for a hundred piastres to Bacon or 
Bungay.” (P II: 26–27) 

Adopting Pen’s metaphor of authorship as slavery, Warrington fabri-
cates an absurd auction scene, one in which he and Pen become human 
traffi ckers. Yet Warrington’s conceit is notable for the way it shifts the 
author’s role from commercial victim to commercial participant. Pen, like 
Bacon and Bungay, stands to profi t from the sale of  Walter Lorraine, and 
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his novel, despite its personifi cation as a slave, is little more than a com-
modity or other fungible good. 

Warrington’s use of slavery metaphors is, above all, ironic. He seeks not 
to humanize injustice but to dehumanize commerce. In the same way he 
shuns the title of artist or poet for “prose-labourer,” he harbors little 
romantic sentiment when it comes to the literary market. And though he 
talks of Walter Lorraine’s sale in extravagant terms, it is clear that this 
“comely young lad” is far from human and his sale far from ethically 
dubious. The looseness with which Thackeray deploys his metaphors of 
slavery suggests that, depending on the situation, every person cycles 
through the position of slave or slave driver, sometimes occupying the 
positions simultaneously. Captain Shandon, reading the  Pall-Mall Gazette,
remarks to his wife that 

Jack Finucane’s hand was no longer visible in the leading articles, and 
that Mr. Warrington must be at work there again. “I know the crack of 
his whip in a hundred, and the cut which the fellow’s thong leaves. 
There’s Jack Bludyer, goes to work like a butcher, and mangles a sub-
ject. Mr. Warrington fi nishes a man, and lays his cuts neat and regular, 
straight down the back, and drawing blood every line;” at which 
dreadful metaphor, Mrs. Shandon said, “Law, Charles, how can you 
talk so!” (P II: 141) 

In a humorous variation of the phrase “the pen is mightier than the 
sword,” the pen here is likened to a less noble weapon, the whip. The 
author is fi gured not as a knight but as a slave driver, whose cuts are offen-
sive and brutal. His victims? The “subject[s]” of his articles, whom the 
author skewers or mocks. Yet Mrs. Shandon’s shock at her husband’s 
“dreadful metaphor” does not prevent him from subsequently announcing 
that he will “go back into harness soon” (P II: 141). Figuratively linking the 
“Pegasus in harness” metaphor to that of the prose-labourer-cum-slave, 
Shandon acknowledges his mutual position as horse and driver, victim 
and administrator of the lash. 

That one’s writing style can be compared to the cut of a whip is an 
image that exploits common notions of authority and ownership. Whether 
the property is literary (a novel or article) or human (a slave), both are 
“marked” by the proprietor. Dickens, in the “Slavery” chapter of  American
Notes, describes how “American taskmasters . . .  learn to write with pens 
of red-hot iron on the human face, rack their poetic fancies for liveries of 
mutilation which their slaves shall wear for life and carry to the grave,” 23

a statement that simultaneously evokes Dickens’s fury at American appro-
priation of his own literary property. 24 And Frederick Douglass, in a speech 
to the British people that cites American Notes, describes how slaves are 
“branded with red-hot irons, the initials of their master’s name burned 
into their fl esh; and their masters advertise the fact of their being thus 
branded with their own signature.” 25 In this way, Douglass declares, “the 
slave-dealer boldly publishes his infamous acts to the world.” 26 Inscribed 
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with his master’s signature and circulated like a printed text, the slave 
becomes a literalized embodiment of a novel like Walter Lorraine.

Earlier, Pen had accused Warrington of “deal[ing] in metaphors” in his 
irreverent summation of the literary market. But metaphors are, in fact, 
authors’ stock in trade (to use another metaphor). Shandon, Warrington, 
and even Pen traffi c in  words, and their proclivity for elaborate conceits 
are a form of market display that, like the slave dealer’s initials on his 
slave, verge on advertising and even propaganda. But lest the reader err on 
the side of misplaced sympathy or outrage, the narrator informs us that 
though “Pegasus trots in harness, over the stony pavement, and pulls a 
cart or cab behind him” and often “does his work with panting sides and 
trembling knees, and not seldom gets a cut of the whip from his driver,” 
we should not be “too prodigal of our pity upon Pegasus”: 

There is no reason why this animal should be exempt from labour, or 
illness, or decay, any more than any of the other creatures of God’s 
world. If he gets the whip, Pegasus often deserves it, and I for one am 
quite ready to protest with my friend, George Warrington, against the 
doctrine which some poetical sympathizers are inclined to put forward, 
viz., that men of letters, and what is called genius, are to be exempt from 
the prose duties of this daily, bread-wanting, tax-paying life, and are 
not to be made to work and pay like their neighbours. (P II: 353–354) 

In an interesting reversal, the narrator initially expands upon the 
“Pegasus in harness” conceit but rather abruptly withdraws from meta-
phorization, making clear that Pegasus is no special victim but rather, a 
fellow citizen, subject to the same travails as his neighbors. If the hack 
writer is indeed a “man and a brother,” he must partake in the burdens as 
well as privileges of such a position. 

Here again, we see the infl uence of Carlyle in the depiction of a 
recalcitrant horse. In the same passage from Latter Day Pamphlets
where he ironically calls for the emancipation of all horses, Carlyle 
attacks the ensuing breakdown of the labor economy, drawing a 
connection between this equine dystopia and the economic crisis in the 
West Indies and  Ireland. Approaching an emancipated horse, “Farmer 
Hodge” pleads, 

Help me to plough this day, Black Dobbin: oats in full measure if thou 
wilt. “Hlunh, No—thank!” snorts Black Dobbin; he prefers glorious 
liberty and the grass. Bay Darby, wilt not thou perhaps? “Hlunh!”—
Gray Joan, then, my beautiful broad-bottomed mare,—O Heaven, she 
too answers Hlunh! Not a quadruped of them will plough a stroke for 
me. Corn-crops are ended in this world!  . . .  Small kindness to Hodge’s 
horses to emancipate them! The fate of all emancipated horses is, 
sooner or later, inevitable. To have in this habitable Earth no grass to 
eat,—in Black Jamaica gradually none, as in White Connemara 
already none. 27
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Carlyle allegorizes the failures of emancipation in “the lazy refusal to 
work” by “Black Dobbin,” “Bay Darby,” and “Gray Joan,” equine stand-ins 
for the “Black West Indies” and “White Ireland.” 28 Freedom, Carlyle argues, 
has become confl ated with indolence. Horses—and former slaves—must 
be made to work. 

“Pegasus in harness” might also demur from working, given the opportu-
nity, but Thackeray cautions us against misguided sympathy. All animals—
including hack writers—must be made to work, and if this fate is 
misrepresented as slavery, so be it. As Thomas L. Jeffers writes, “Thackeray 
fi nds nothing cruel about the cash nexus.” 29 In  Pendennis, the true tragedy 
lies in idleness, not toil. Pen’s major fl aw, at least at the beginning of the 
novel, is his laziness. Jeffers continues, “Spoiled by his mother and her small 
household, he escapes a life of idleness only by the grace of imminent pov-
erty.” 30 Pen ironically escapes a life of parasitism by his introduction into the 
Atlantic publishing economy. This economy is  not a slave economy in the 
way Jamaica is fi gured by Carlyle as such, and Thackeray does not go so far 
as to suggest Pen risks becoming a domestic incarnation of the West Indies 
or Ireland. Yet Pen now enters a world that is not simply infi ltrated by met-
aphors of slavery but also by the cultural production of American slaves. 
The fl exibility and adaptability of this space, for white as well as black 
author, is the focus of the next section. 

  Slave Narratives and “Slave” Narratives  

The ubiquity of slave metaphors in Pendennis leads Deborah Thomas to 
conclude that slavery, according to Thackeray, is a universal curse, one 
that victimizes the lowly and great alike. And certainly, Thackeray is 
almost promiscuous in his use of the fi gure, likening everything—from 
marriage to valetry to governessing—to slavery. “How many governesses 
are there in the world . . .  how many ladies, whose necessities make them 
slaves and companions by profession!” (P II: 278), the narrator wonders, 
evoking a comparison made famous by Charlotte Bront ë. Pen’s relation-
ship with women is described as a form of Eastern slavery, with himself as 
a “sultan” and “despot”: “The women had spoiled him, as we like them and 
as they like to do. They had cloyed him with obedience, and surfeited him 
with sweet respect and submission, until he grew weary of the slaves who 
waited on him” (P II: 143). And Morgan, the manservant of Major Penden-
nis, chafes under his servitude, eventually rebelling with the cry, “I’ll be 
your beast, and your brute, and your dog, no more” (P II: 296). 

These instances of fi gurative slavery had become themselves as thread-
bare as the abolitionist phrase, “Am I not a man and a brother,” but where 
Thackeray injects novelty is in his opportunistic attitude toward the busi-
ness of human commerce, Morgan, for example, overthrows subjugation 
through economic means; having accumulated a good deal of wealth 
through speculative ventures, he purchases the very house in which 
the Major resides. Flush with his newfound power, he goes so far as to 
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perpetuate the cycle of enslavement, subsequently tyrannizing a young 
housekeeper “who was known by the name of Betty to her mistress and of 
‘Slavey’ to Mr. Morgan” (P II: 301) and Mrs. Brixam, a clergyman’s widow 
whose lease he buys from under her. The narrator tersely notes, “Mrs. 
Brixam was Morgan’s slave. He was his landlady’s landlord. . . .  She was 
his slave. The little black profi les of her son and daughter  . . .  [were] now 
Morgan’s property” (P II: 294). The ease with which power relations are 
subverted testifi es to the transformative effect of capital. From the posi-
tion of subordinate or peer, Morgan now fi nds himself in the position of 
landlord and owner, blithely exploiting others in the way he had once been 
exploited.

It is an attitude to which Pen soon fi nds himself converted, as he dem-
onstrates in his candid assessment of marriage as a business transaction. 
He asks Blanche Amory, 

If I offer myself to you because I think we have a fair chance of being 
happy together, and because by your help I may get for both of us a 
good place and a not undistinguished name, why ask me to feign rap-
tures and counterfeit romance, in which neither of us believe? [ . . .  ] 
Do you want me to make you verses as in the days when we were—
when we were children? I will if you like, and sell them to Bacon and 
Bungay afterwards. (P II: 266) 

Pen offers himself up for sale in the same way he offers his love poetry 
to publishers, and he is ruthlessly pragmatic about the economic benefi ts 
for both parties. Like his pretty verses, Pen is a commodity, as marketable 
(and banal) as the box of Fortnum and Mason bonbons “wrapped up in 
ready-made French verses, of the most tender kind” which he promises to 
send along with the poems “of his own manufacture” (P II: 267). Prefab 
sentiment replaces genuine affection; in fact, emerging as it does from 
commercial motives, prefab sentiment is perhaps more genuine than the 
potentially “feign[ed] raptures” and “counterfeit romance” of love. As if to 
stave off the disapproving reader, the narrator closes the chapter with the 
defense,

And if, like many a worse and better man, Arthur Pendennis, the widow’s 
son, was meditating an apostasy, and going to sell himself to—we all 
know whom,—at least the renegade did not pretend to be a believer in 
the creed to which he was ready to swear. And if every woman and man 
in this kingdom, who has sold her or himself for money or position, as 
Mr. Pendennis was about to do, would but purchase a copy of his 
memoirs, what tons of volumes Messrs. Bradbury and Evans would sell! 
(P II: 267) 

In this homage to economic liberalism, every man and woman is impli-
cated in the market for romantic, political, and literary goods. Those 
who sell themselves subsequently purchase the (literary) life of others, 
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participating at both ends of the supply chain. And even Pen, who sells 
himself to Blanche Amory for “money or position,” stands to benefi t dou-
bly through the sale of his memoirs, a copy of which presumably rests in 
the reader’s hands. 

This moment recalls Pen’s sale of Walter Lorraine, another autobiogra-
phy that stands as a metonym for a person. This time, though, Bradbury 
and Evans, Thackeray’s actual publisher, is invoked, bringing the fi ctional 
events of the novel squarely into the realm of reality. The circulation 
numbers for Pendennis are, it is implied, practically limitless; if everyone 
who is a “slave” should buy Pen’s “slave” memoirs, then Bradbury and 
Evans, Thackeray’s own “Bacon and Bungay,” stands to make a fortune. 
Thus, in a world in which everyone sells themselves in one way or another, 
the publishing industry offers an unexpected space of democratic poten-
tial. “We are all hacks,” Warrington memorably tells Pen, and so Pen and 
Thackeray now tell us. “Like many a worse and better men,” the eligible 
bachelor—or writer—sells himself in a mutually remunerative transac-
tion. Pendennis becomes a “slave” narrative stripped of its political and 
racial specifi city—emptied out in the way the abolitionist plea “Am I not a 
man and a brother?” is emptied out. What begins as a critique of the liter-
ary market’s brutality becomes a celebration of its economic profi tability 
and openness. 

Possibly coded in this passage, which appeared in the October 1850 
number, is the popular success of actual slave narratives. Considered as a 
publishing phenomenon separate from its propagandistic role, the slave 
narrative benefi ted from the literary market’s conviction that “capital is 
absolute [ . . .  ] and is perforce the bargain-master” (P I: 328). In the realm 
of book publishing, the slave could attain some certain authority; and 
indeed, aspects of the market that aggravated authors like Dickens could 
be turned to the slave author’s advantage. Meredith McGill, in her study of 
reprinting in the nineteenth century, argues: 

the popular circulation of uncopyrighted texts helped to give certain 
kinds of writing by socially marginal authors a powerful cultural pres-
ence. For instance, both women and African-American authors gained 
broad readerships through the evangelical press, which depended on 
a combination of market mechanisms and charitable contributions to 
distribute uncopyrighted tracts and periodicals. 31

Circulation—the free movement of bodies as well as texts—is fi gured as 
eminently desirable, a way to alleviate the curse of literary or physical 
servitude.

Of course, this attitude stood counter to Dickens’s ardent support for 
an international copyright. In McGill’s words, “Dickens expresses aston-
ishment and revulsion at the violence done to his texts, and by extension, 
to himself, when his writing is circulated in newspapers.” 32 The text 
becomes a synecdoche for the author, both of whom are whipped (recall-
ing Thackeray’s “Pegasus in harness”) and circulated against their will. 
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Yet Dickens differs from the slave narrator—and, by extension, Pendennis 
and Thackeray—in his lofty and idiosyncratic position within the literary 
market’s hierarchy. Dickens’s adoption of the slave metaphor emphasizes 
his supposed degradation and disempowerment at the hands of unscru-
pulous publishers—the Inimitable Boz reduced to the Reprintable Boz. 
But for those writers who dwelt within the lowly depths of literary hack-
dom, reprinting could empower as well as enslave. Writing  already from 
a position of subjugation—to publishers, to readers, to the market—the 
hack writer could climb his way into solvency and even prosperity. He 
could therefore be forgiven for tolerating lesser injustices in favor of 
greater gains. Sutherland writes, “the whole question of an author’s inde-
pendence was bound up with how much he earned. . . .  Some writers, like 
Dickens and George Eliot, achieved artistic autonomy early and kept it. 
For others, like Thackeray and Trollope, it was harder to come by and to 
hold on to.” 33

If publishing and selling one’s “life” could be interpreted as a form 
of voluntary human traffi cking, then Dickens’s indignation at his 
wronging seems misguided and even redundant. Of course Dickens is 
treated as a slave—but so, too, is every writer, every man and woman. 
Purged of its political ramifi cations, literary slavery becomes, ironi-
cally, a democratic institution, one in which the illustrious Dickens is 
exploited with the same ruthlessness as his less well-known literary 
brothers. Thus, when Thackeray ends his novel with his famous plea, 
“Let us give a hand of charity to Arthur Pendennis, with all his faults 
and shortcomings, who does not claim to be a hero, but only a man and 
a brother” (P II: 372), his invocation of the abolitionist motto is less an 
attempt to elevate a “degraded” protagonist than to humble an overly 
infl ated one. Deborah Thomas suggests that Pen has become “‘a man 
and a brother,’ i.e., a slave, in the relatively positive sense that he has 
outgrown his self-centered dandyism and accepted his bondage to the 
responsibilities of adult life.” 34 This movement, she argues, parallels 
the Wordsworthian journey from child- to adulthood—or, in Franco 
Moretti’s terms, demonstrates the bildungsroman’s impetus toward so-
cialization.35 Read this way,  Pendennis seems to invert the traditional 
trajectory of the slave narrative; rather than opening with the image 
and motto of a slave in chains (as many abolitionists pamphlets and 
slave narratives did), Pendennis ends with this image.  The History of 
Pendennis, it seems, is the history of a gentleman’s descent into prose 
labour and servitude. 

And yet, such a précis of the plot is untrue to the novel’s spirit, for 
throughout, Thackeray makes clear that slavery warrants as irreverent 
treatment as any other topic of false morality. Indeed, Thackeray humor-
ously inserts himself into the discourse with his illustrated capital to part 
II, chapter XV, “Convalescence,” written as he himself was recovering 
from a near fatal bout of cholera. 36 Earlier in the novel, Warrington had 
asserted, “There is no reason why [Pegasus in harness] should be exempt 
from labour, or illness, or decay, any more than any of the other creatures 
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of God’s world,” and so Pendennis, paralleling Thackeray, rouses himself 
from his sickbed: 

Having gone to bed ill with fever, and suffering to a certain degree 
under the passion of love, after he had gone through his physical 
malady, and had been bled and had been blistered, and had had his 
head shaved, and had been treated and medicamented as the doctor 
ordained:—it is a fact, that, when he rallied up from his bodily ail-
ment, his mental malady had likewise quitted him, and he was no 
more in love with Fanny Bolton than you or I. (P II: 39) 

Pen recuperates his physical strength and, more important, his bound-
less optimism. The capital, meanwhile, takes on a seemingly darker cast, 
depicting a kneeling Thackeray (easily distinguished by his curly hair and 
round glasses) pleading for mercy at the feet of two masked highway rob-
bers (see fi gure  2.1).37

Catherine Peters captions this scene “The author in diffi culties,” 38 a nod 
to Thackeray’s recent illness, but a better descriptor would be the ubiqui-
tous slogan, “Am I not a man and a brother?” Given Pen’s previous 
description of Bungay as a “vulgar slave-driver” and the writer as a “serf” 
and slave, the illustration is evidently a caricature of the famous Wedge-
wood design of a kneeling, shackled slave. “At the time of the publication 
of Pendennis,” Thomas writes, “the picture of the bound and kneeling 
black man, along with the associated motto, had been commonly used in 
antislavery material for over half a century and had become a familiar 
part of the early and mid-Victorian scene 39 (see fi gure  2.2).

Perhaps one robber is Bacon and the other Bungay, or one Bradbury 
and the other Evans, but the victim is, without a doubt, Thackeray him-
self. Yet the participants’ gentlemanly garb—indeed, the very theatrical-
ity of the tableau, with the robbers clasping masks in their hands—turns 
the scene into one of playacting rather than real torture. Portly and well 
dressed, Thackeray bears little resemblance (apart from his posture) to 
his counterpart in popular slave narrative illustrations, where the slave-
victim is both gaunt and half-naked. Moreover, Thackeray lacks the iron 
chains that fetter the real-life slave; for him, such chains are strictly 
metaphorical. A comparison of the victimizers yields similar results. 
Compare the image of Bacon and Bungay (or Bradbury and Evans) to 
that of the slave drivers in similar illustrations found in the narratives 
of Henry Bibb (1849, see fi gure  2.3) and Solomon Northup (1853, see 
fi gure  2.4). While the victimizers’ garb is more or less similar—waistcoat, 
jacket, hat—Thackeray replaces the whip with the club and pistol, in 
keeping with the scene’s displacement from Southern plantation to 
English highway. Stripped of more troubling racial and even ethical im-
plications, the confrontation between Thackeray and his publishers is 
reduced to its economic essence: the struggle for capital. The robber-
publishers demand Thackeray’s purse—the fruits of his literary labor—
under threat of retribution. 
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Thackeray’s illustrated capital also bears a striking resemblance to a 
wood engraving in Mary Leatheley’s Large Pictures with Little Stories, a 
piece of abolition children’s literature that follows the life of Sambo, an 
African slave who is sold into American slavery and separated from his 
family. In the engraving (see fi gure  2.5), we see Sambo being whipped by 
his master for “ neglecting his work” by tending to a “little lamb” that 
“reminded him of his own little lost baby.” 40 The caption reads, “Sambo 
severely thrashed for thinking of a dumb animal.” Like Stowe’s Uncle 
Tom, Sambo is depicted as a maternal and Christlike fi gure, but he is 

Figure 2.1. W. M. Thackeray, illustrated capital from Vol. II, Chapter XV 
of The History of Pendennis.
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Figure 2.2. Josiah Wedgewood, “Am I Not a Man and a Brother?” 
woodcut, from John Greenleaf Whittier, “Our Countrymen in Chains” 
(New York: American Antislavery Society, 1837). Library of Congress. 

also confl ated with the lamb as chattel, struck by his master’s riding 
whip. The master, in his top hat, waistcoat, and tartan trews, evokes 
Thackeray’s highway robbers. And even the lamb, lapping from a dish, 
evokes the animal seen running off in the distance behind the kneeling 
Thackeray. But where the abolitionist illustration and Thackeray’s capi-
tal diverge is in their treatment of coerced labor. Sambo is wrongfully 
accused of laziness, and his innocence is equated to that of the unsus-
pecting lamb. For Thackeray, however, any confl ation of authorship and 
chattelhood brings him back to the image of “Pegasus in harness,” who 
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Figure 2.3. [Unknown artist], illustration from Henry Bibb, Narrative of 
the Life and Adventures of Henry Bibb (New York: MacDonald and Lee, 
1849). Reproduced with permission, the University Library, University of 
North Carolina, Chapel Hill. Note that in the top image, the slave driver 
“robs” the slave mother of her child. 
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may benefi t from the occasional cut of the whip and who “should [not] 
be exempt from labour, or illness, or decay, any more than any of the 
other creatures of God’s world” (P II: 353–54). The recently ill Thackeray 
places himself in the position of the whipped slave or animal, but he does 
not wallow in the comparison; instead, like the animal seen bounding 
behind him in the capital, he eventually resumes the serialized labor of 
Pendennis.

Figure 2.4. [Unknown artist], illustration from Solomon Northup, 
Twelve Years a Slave: Narrative of Solomon Northup (London: Sampson 
Low, Son & Company, 1853). Reproduced with permission, the 
University Library, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill. 
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  Men and Brothers?  

The liberty with which Thackeray riffs upon a familiar abolitionist illus-
tration and motto attests to the ubiquity and fl exibility of visual and tex-
tual representations of slavery. It also reveals Thackeray’s almost chilling 
ability to detach form from political content, to treat with levity even the 
most morbid subjects. Sutherland has argued that “in an oblique way, by 
using Wedgewood’s plea to claim freedom for the author, Thackeray makes 
a collateral plea for the negro,” 41 but this is perhaps too generous a claim. 
As Thackeray himself would have admitted, he was more concerned with 
his own plight than that of the slave. Until 1852, when he fi rst toured the 
United States, Thackeray’s knowledge of the institution was derived from 
books and pamphlets, antislavery propaganda, newspapers, and the pros-
elytizings of his mother, Mrs. Carmichael-Smyth, a devout Evangelical 
Anglican with antislavery sympathies. 42 In his early novels he refers fl ip-
pantly to West Indian, Eastern, and even American slavery, but like War-
rington, he prefers to deal in metaphors rather than realities. In a typical 
“throwaway” allusion from Pendennis Thackeray’s narrator observes, 

A man may be famous in the Honour-lists and entirely unknown to 
the undergraduates: who elect kings and chieftains of their own, 

Figure 2.5. Anon., “Sambo and the Lamb” (hand-coloured wood 
engraving, c. 1855). From Mary Leatheley,  Large Pictures with Little 
Stories. Reproduced with permission, Opie Collection, Bodleian Library, 
Oxford.
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whom they admire and obey, as negro-gangs have private black 
sovereigns in their own body, to whom they pay an occult obedience, 
besides that which they publicly profess for their owners and drivers. 
Among the young ones Pen became famous and popular. (P I: 179) 

Thackeray here compares Pen’s collegiate success to that of a slave 
leader in a “negro-gang,” a tenuous analogy founded on the unoffi cial status 
of both men’s power. As we have seen, Pen later complains of authorial 
enslavement at the hand of unscrupulous publishers, so perhaps Thackeray 
wishes to prefi gure Pen’s lifelong position as underdog. Yet Thackeray, 
in Warringtonian fashion, evokes and then sidesteps the darker political 
implications of such an image. The allusion to “private black sovereigns” 
to whom slaves pay “occult obedience” brings to mind Nat Turner, whose 
failed slave rebellion of 1831 horrifi ed men and women on both sides of 
the Atlantic. Known to his fellow slaves as “The Prophet” for his visionary 
experiences, Turner channeled his private “popularity” into a bloody 
rebellion against white slaveowners. 43 Pen, on the other hand, channels 
his provincial fame into a life of dilettantism and drunkenness. 

Thomas has argued that after Thackeray’s trips to America in 1852–53 
and 1855–56, “slavery waned in creative power in his fi ction,” 44 as if wit-
nessing the institution fi rsthand prevented him from further mining its 
imaginative potential. 45 In  The Virginians (1857–59), Thackeray does por-
tray American slavery, a feat facilitated by the novel’s setting in colonial 
America, but his depiction of master-slave interactions is, like the novel as 
a whole, superfi cial and disorganized, calculated to add color rather than 
make any larger political point. Despite such literal representations of 
slavery, the phrase “Am I not a man and a brother?” drops out almost 
entirely in Thackeray’s later fi ction, reappearing only briefl y in  Philip
(1861–62) when the mulatto Grenville Woolcomb is perceived as a “man 
and a brother” by his English compatriots, whereas “in some of the South-
ern States of America he would be likely to meet with rudeness in a rail-
way car.” 46 This example of British tolerance is itself suspect, based upon 
English society’s mercenary interest in Woolcomb’s wealth (a version of 
which we see in Vanity Fair, in society’s sycophantic treatment of the 
mulatta Kittitian heiress Miss Schwarz). 

It was during Thackeray’s trip to America that he began to distance 
himself from the phrase that had become the shibboleth of his career. In a 
letter to his mother, he insists, “I dont believe Blacky  is my man & my 
brother, though God forbid I should own him or fl og him, or part him 
from his wife and children.” 47 The declaration of interracial brotherhood, 
so easily burlesqued in his novels, now fi lled Thackeray with intense dis-
comfort. In the same letter, Thackeray explains, “There was scarce any 
sensation of novelty until now when the slaves come on to the scene; and 
straightway the country assumes an aspect of queerest interest; I don’t 
know whether it’s terror, pity, or laughter that is predominant.” A month 
later, Thackeray’s feelings had not changed, and in another letter to 
his mother, he protests: “They are not my men & brethren, these strange 
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people with retreating foreheads, with great obtruding lips & jaws: with 
capacities for thought, pleasure, endurance quite different to mine [  . . .  ] 
Sambo is not my man & my brother; the very aspect of his face is gro-
tesque & inferior.” 48 Thackeray’s levity gives way to a virulent negropho-
bia, his detachment to disgust. 

If Thackeray was repulsed by the physical appearance of the American 
slave—and quick to deny any brotherhood, fi gurative or otherwise—he 
was likewise fascinated, calling the “nigger children” the “queerest gro-
tesque little imps” 49 and spending his time “draw[ing] pictures of niggers” 50

for his daughters. His letters are covered with caricatures of slaves, anticipat-
ing his illustrations of the slave Gumbo in The Virginians. Thackeray’s dis-
dainful response to American slaves was undoubtedly encouraged by his 
Southern hosts, who took pains to defend the institution to their English 
visitor. In a letter to Mrs. Bryan Waller Procter dated 4 April 1853, Thackeray 
writes, “I have a hundred invitations to go to plantations . . .  the Southern 
gentry are as a body the most generous and kind people. The negro fl our-
ishes and increases here enormously.” And in another letter to his mother, 
Thackeray insists that “[the slaves] are not suffering as you are impassioning 
yourself for their wrongs as you read [in] Mrs. Stowe they are grinning & 
joking in the sun; roaring with laughter as they stand about the streets in 
squads; very civil, kind & gentle.” 51 Harriet Beecher Stowe’s  Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin had just been published to great acclaim, and though it is unclear 
whether Thackeray actually read the novel (after meeting Stowe in June 
1853, he vowed to “buckle to Uncle Tom and really try to read it” 52) he was 
certainly aware of its plot and reformist impulse, and in several letters to his 
mother—who, it was clear, read and sympathized deeply with the novel—
expressed skepticism of Stowe’s “philosophy.” 53 Thackeray concedes that “in-
dividual instances of cruelty” against slaves may have occurred, as recounted 
in Stowe’s novel, but on the whole he seems skeptical of widespread abuse or 
even injustice. 54

One wonders how and if Thackeray sought to reconcile his private con-
viction that “Blacky is [not] my man & my brother” with his public avowals 
of magnanimity and kinship. In a letter to his mother, he attempts to parse 
the difference: 

But [the slaves] don’t seem to me to be the same as white men any 
more than asses are the same animals as horses; I don’t mean this 
disrespectfully, but simply that there is such a difference of colour, 
habits, conformation of brains, that we must acknowledge it, & can’t 
by any rhetorical phrase get it over. 55

In what could be read as an indictment of his own rhetorical glibness, 
Thackeray cannot subscribe to the very ethical philosophy he vaunts. Even 
his distinction between asses and horses seems a tacit contradiction of the 
supposed democracy of the publishing world, where the hack writer and 
his product are all, at least, of the same species: one may sell a “lady’s 
horse,” another a “cob” or “sound hack”—but never an ass. 
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America cured Thackeray of his rhetorical infatuation with the aboli-
tionist motto and his easy manipulation of antislavery genres by demon-
strating that they still possessed signifi cation. What Thackeray had 
perceived as clichés, available for appropriation and revision, were not yet 
entirely free of their political associations and relevance. And true to his 
“quietist” stance, Thackeray chose to withdraw and remain silent rather 
than promote, even obliquely, a brand of egalitarianism in which he no 
longer believed. “I shant speak about [slavery], till I know it, or till its my 
business, or I think I can do good,” he promised his mother, and publicly 
he kept his vow, offering less and less insight into literal or metaphoric 
slavery in his later novels. 56 In his letters he continued to express sympa-
thy for the South and to question the brutality of slavery right up to the 
Civil War, but so successful was his public persona that on his death he 
remained indelibly associated with his earlier expressions of charity and 
acceptance. Thus the elegiac refrain of Kingsley’s tribute, “Poor Thackeray 
is dead,” becomes a public profession of forgiveness for a man who, despite 
his faults and shortcomings, did not claim to be a hero, but only a man 
and a brother. 
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          While Elizabeth Gaskell never visited America during her lifetime, 
her fi ction is animated by events across the Atlantic, from the Salem 

Witch Trials that form the inspiration for her 1859 novella,  Lois the Witch,
to the “American war” that frames the turn-of-the-century impressment 
scandal of Sylvia’s Lovers (1863). In a letter to Charles Eliot Norton from 
June 10, 1861, she writes of her longing to visit the country: “Meta and I 
were having a long yearning talk about America, and our dear friends there. 
I am not sure that we did not shake hands upon a resolution that if we lived 
we would go over to America.” 1 In other letters, she clamors for news about 
the American political situation and thanks Norton for some photographs 
of the American landscape that he had forwarded to her, expressing some 
disappointment that “Altogether I thought America would have been odder 
and more original; the underwood & tangle is just like England.” 2 In 
Gaskell’s mind, America should have looked more like a painting done by 
Barbara Leigh Smith, who went for her “honey- year” to “some wild luxuriant 
terrifi c part of Virginia? In a gorge full of rich rank tropical vegetation.  . . . 
Well! That picture  did look like my idea of America.” 3

Gaskell’s romanticizing of America, her ardent desire that America be 
“odder and more original” and not “just like England,” contrasts with her 
fundamental conviction that England and America shared much in com-
mon, from language to religion to commercial interests. In Lois the Witch,
she chastises those English readers who would scoff at the superstition 
and hysteria of the Puritans, writing: 

We can afford to smile at them now; but our English ancestors enter-
tained superstitions of much the same character at the same period, 
and with less excuse, as the circumstances surrounding them were 
better known, and consequently more explicable by common sense, 
than the real mysteries of the deep, untrodden forests of New 
England.4

   3 

Female Slave Narratives  
  “The Grey Woman” and  My Lady Ludlow
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Gaskell’s familiar narrative voice comes through in her gentle insistence 
that differences in history, geography, and nationality cannot erode the 
commonality of human experience. 

In the 1850s and 1860s, when Gaskell wrote most of her fi ction, the 
confl ict over American slavery would reach its zenith. Writing to Norton in 
December of 1857, she mentions an awkward meeting with the noted ab-
olitionist Charles Sumner: “He talked Anti-Slavery,—of the ins & outs of 
which I know nothing,—so all I could say was that Slavery was a very bad 
thing, & the sooner it was done away with, & the better.” 5 Despite her 
claims of ignorance, Gaskell, like most everyone in England, had read 
Uncle Tom’s Cabin and had even begun a correspondence and friendship 
with Harriet Beecher Stowe, whom she described as “short and American 
in her manner, but very true & simple & thoroughly unspoiled & unspoil-
able.”6 Through Stowe, Gaskell would learn about Sojourner Truth, the 
runaway slave turned abolitionist and women’s rights activist. 7 Norton 
himself was an avowed abolitionist, along with another of Gaskell’s 
American correspondents, the author and Unitarian clergyman Edward 
Everett Hale. To them Gaskell directed many earnest questions about slavery 
and its role, offi cial or otherwise, in the outbreak of the American Civil War. 

At home, Gaskell had an even closer connection to the antislavery 
movement in her brother-in-law, William Robson, an English abolitionist 
and friend of William Lloyd Garrison. In February 1859, Gaskell wrote a 
letter to William’s wife Anne (“Nancy”) Robson (née Gaskell), begging off 
of a proposed visit by the abolitionist speaker Sarah Parker Remond. 8

While Gaskell professed “the greatest possible respect for her herself, ( from
all your accounts of her),” she “disapprove[d] of her object in coming to 
England”:

All the Anti Slavery people will attend her lectures to be convinced of 
what they are already convinced, & to have their feelings stirred up 
without the natural & right outlet of stirred feelings, the power of 
simple & energetic actions,—I know they can use any amount of 
words in reprobation of the conduct of American slave holders, but I 
don’t call the use of words action: unless there is some defi nite, 
distinct, practical course of action logically proposed by those words. 9

Although Gaskell would maintain antislavery sympathies throughout her 
lifetime, she would remain suspicious of any belief system prone to radi-
calism or extremism—including the abolitionist cause. Introduced to zeal-
ous “Anti Slavery people” like Charles Sumner and Mary Weston Chapman 
(whom she hosted in Manchester in 1856), Gaskell found herself simulta-
neously compelled and discomforted by their vivid stories of oppression 
and impassioned pleas for justice. In a letter to Mary Green, Gaskell 
writes:

I am very fond of her [Chapman], tho’ I know nothing about abolition, 
& that great interest of hers . . . we had a sort of Anti Slavery conference 
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in our drawing-room, & they sighed over my apathy, but I can not get 
up an interest in the measures adopted by people so far away across 
the Atlantic. 10

Gaskell confesses great sympathy for the abolitionist cause, yet she consis-
tently waffl es between “apathy” and anxiety about how best to channel 
such passions into constructive and peaceable solutions. 

Gaskell may not have witnessed American slavery for herself, and she 
may not have known all of its “ins & outs,” but she repeatedly mined the 
slave narrative for literary inspiration, recognizing its potency as a genre 
of social protest. In the next two chapters, I will investigate three of 
Gaskell’s fi ctions: a gothic short story, ‘The Grey Woman” (1861), a provin-
cial novella, My Lady Ludlow (1859), and an industrial novel,  North and 
South (1855). Spanning disparate modes, genres, and narrative methods, 
these works each borrow aspects of the slave narrative to draw larger con-
clusions about gender, class, and nationhood. In “The Grey Woman,” 
Gaskell deploys the trope of racial “passing” and concomitant fears of mis-
cegenation to comment on female subjugation and the instability of gen-
der identity. In  My Lady Ludlow, she depicts turn-of-the-century anxieties 
regarding working-class literacy while evoking mid-century fears over 
American slave literacy and British working-class reform. And in North
and South, she reveals her fullest, most subtle use of the slave narrative in 
exposing the transatlantic network of the British textile industry. By 
importing the plot devices and narrative tropes of the slave narrative, 
Gaskell comments on both contemporary and historical events and draws 
ever closer the bond between England and America. 

  “The Grey Woman”  

Published in January 1861 in All the Year Round, “The Grey Woman” is 
part fairy tale, part gothic horror story, part epistolary narrative, and part 
historical fi ction. It appeared concurrently in the magazine with Dickens’s 
Great Expectations and several articles detailing slavery in the American 
South. The story is framed by an anonymous English narrator’s account 
of her visit to a German mill, where she goes to have coffee with friends 
sometime in the 1840s. The group is invited inside, where the narrator is 
struck by a painting of “a young girl of extreme beauty” dating from “the 
latter half of the last century.” 11 The portrait is of Anna Scherer, the miller’s 
great-aunt, who was also known as the Grey Woman because she “lost her 
colour so entirely through fright” (GW, 289). Eager to learn more of the 
story, the narrator is given a yellowed manuscript of a letter Anna Scherer 
had written to her daughter, Ursula. The rest of the story is relayed through 
the letter, which the narrator translates from the German. 

Anna’s letter is an apology and explanation for ending Ursula’s engage-
ment to a young French artist. Anna describes how as a young girl, she 
meets a handsome Frenchman named Monsieur de la Tourelle, to whom 
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she hastily becomes engaged. After their marriage, M. de la Tourelle takes 
Anna with him to his chateau in Vosges, where Anna is forbidden to enter 
certain rooms and almost completely isolated from the outside world. Her 
only friend is her maid, a Norman woman named Amante. Anna becomes 
pregnant and is increasingly homesick for her former life. She slips into 
her husband’s chambers to retrieve a letter from home and unexpectedly 
discovers that her husband is a member of a band of brigands known as 
the Chauffeurs. She learns that he has murdered a neighboring gentle-
man, the Sieur de Poissy, and also his fi rst wife, Victorine. 

Anna fl ees the chateau with Amante, and the two travel under the guise 
of a tailor and his wife. M. de la Tourelle zealously pursues the “wicked 
fugitives” (GW, 327) and despite several close calls, Anna and Amante are 
saved by their disguises. They escape to Frankfort, where Anna gives birth 
to Ursula. Amante is recognized and stabbed to death, and Anna is taken 
in by a kind doctor, whom she later marries. She once catches sight of 
M. de la Tourelle outside her home, but he does not recognize her because 
terror had turned her hair gray and drained her face of color. Anna even-
tually learns M. de la Tourelle has died, but she is still haunted by the past 
in the form of Ursula’s suitor who, Anna now divulges, is the son of Sieur 
de Poissy. 

“The Grey Woman” is both a retelling of the Bluebeard fairy tale and an 
allegory of the French Revolution, with its account of Anna’s personal 
“Reign of Terror.” Diana Wallace notes that “its framing devices of portrait 
and yellowing manuscripts are typically Gothic but its precise historical and 
geographical location on the French–German border in 1789, the year of the 
French Revolution (and of political ‘terror’), emphasise its cultural and 
social realism.” 12 In bringing together the gothic and the historic, Gaskell 
doubly emphasizes the durability of the past. Just as the story rehearses the 
gothic trope that “the sins of the fathers are visited on their children” (GW, 
290), so too does it suggest that history is destined to repeat itself. Gaskell’s 
narrator refers to the late-eighteenth century as “that unruly time that was 
overspreading all Europe, overturning all law, and all the protection which 
law gives” (GW, 324), a description that recalls the extradiagetic moment of 
“184-”, when revolutions in France, led by a second “Napoleon,” were again 
upsetting the social order. Moreover, Ursula, like her mother, falls in love 
with a French nobleman (albeit one who has changed his name to the more 
proletarian LeBrun after the Revolution), threatening to resurrect and then 
repeat her mother’s cursed marital history. 

“The Grey Woman” also recalls the political upheaval of mid-century 
America by borrowing sensational plot lines from two contemporaneous 
American slave narratives, Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave 
Girl (1861) and William and Ellen Crafts’s  Running a Thousand Miles to 
Freedom (1860). Both slave narratives detail the unique problems faced by 
female slaves, from sexually predatory masters to jealous mistresses to 
broken families. Each also addresses the issues of miscegenation and 
racial passing, as light-complected slaves often bore a phenotypic resem-
blance to their masters—and also to their white half-brothers and sisters. 
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In fashioning her story of sexual terror and oppression in eighteenth-
century France, Gaskell looks to the plight of the American female slave in 
nineteenth-century America. She invokes the racial hysteria of the ante-
bellum American South in the class hysteria of Revolutionary France, 
revising Jacobs’s and the Crafts’s narrative to compose a gothic tale of 
gender and class-passing. 

Gaskell may have met Harriet Jacobs or read a manuscript of her book 
in 1859, when Jacobs was in England attempting to fi nd a publisher for 
her full-length narrative. As early as 1853, Jacobs had anonymously pub-
lished bits of her autobiography in a series of letters to the New York 
Tribune, describing the sexual commodifi cation and abuse of slave women. 
By 1857, Jacobs had completed a full draft of her narrative and, having 
witnessed the transatlantic publishing success of slave narrators such as 
Moses Roper and Frederick Douglass, hoped to fi nd a British publisher for 
her work. Jacobs had visited England earlier, in 1845, employed as a baby-
nurse to Mary Stace Willis, and she fondly recollected her time there. “For 
the fi rst time in my life,” she writes in  Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl,
“I was in a place where I was treated according to my deportment, without 
reference to my complexion.” 13 Her visit overlapped with that of Frederick 
Douglass, who had fl ed America upon the publication of his narrative and 
was then touring Britain on an antislavery lecture tour. 14

Despite Jacobs’s hopes, her second trip to England ended without a 
British publishing agreement. She did, however, meet many members of 
the transatlantic antislavery community and may have crossed paths with 
Gaskell, herself, at Stafford House, the London home of the Duchess of 
Sutherland and a popular meeting place for British reformers. The Duchess 
of Sutherland was a prominent antislavery advocate who had helped to 
organize the Stafford House Address, an antislavery petition also known 
as “An Affectionate and Christian Address of Many Thousands of the 
Women of England to their Sisters, the Women of the United States of 
America.”15 With letters of introduction from abolitionist Mary Weston 
Chapman, Jacobs was warmly welcomed to England by Richard David 
Webb, the editor of the  Anti-Slavery Advocate, and his wife, Hannah Waring 
Webb, both of whom were staying at Stafford House at the time of Jacobs’s 
arrival. Soon, Jacobs, too, was invited to stay at Stafford House as a guest 
of the Duchess. Jean Fagan Yellin describes how over the course of the 
next few weeks, Jacobs interacted with members of the Duchess’s house 
party, and “one member of the group (Garrisonians all) even read through 
her manuscript and judged Jacobs ‘one of the truest heroines we have ever 
met with.’ ” 16 These weeks likely overlapped with a visit by Gaskell, who 
had asked to see the Duchess while she was in London during this same 
period of time. 17 In a letter dated June 18 [?1859], Gaskell thanks the 
Duchess for “the permission you so kindly sent me to see Stafford House” 
and looks forward to “the pleasure we expect to receive through your kind 
courtesy.” 18

Yellin speculates that Jacobs initial attempts to fi nd a British publisher 
may have failed because “British abolitionists advised her to publish the 



The American Slave Narrative and the Victorian Novel80

book fi rst in America because they feared British prudery. Certainly her 
story of a liaison with Sawyer [Mr. Sands in the narrative] challenged Vic-
torian sexual practices.” 19 Back in America, Jacobs sought the sponsorship 
of Lydia Maria Child, who helped edit her narrative and wrote one of its 
prefaces. Using the pseudonym Linda Brent, Jacobs eventually published 
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl in Boston in 1861, and it was enthusias-
tically promoted by the American antislavery press. The London Anti-
Slavery Advocate also published a positive review, most likely written by 
Richard David Webb. Yellin writes, “[The reviewer] . . . wrote of having met 
Jacobs during her visit to England and testifi ed that her published book 
was ‘substantially the same’ as the manuscript she had brought with her.” 20

A year later, Jacobs’s narrative was published in London by William 
Tweedie (who had earlier published William and Ellen Crafts’s narrative) 
under the name The Deeper Wrong; or, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, 
Written by Herself. Reviewers on both sides of the Atlantic commented on 
the narrative’s depictions of sexual perversion and lamented the vulnera-
bility of the American slave woman. William C. Nell, in a letter to the 
Liberator, touched upon the narrative’s appeal to a female readership: 
“[From reading Incidents], especially mothers and daughters, may learn 
yet more of the barbarism of American slavery and the character of its 
victims (see fi gure 3.1).” 21

In “The Grey Woman,” Gaskell borrows several elements of Jacobs’s 
narrative, from the experience of sexual victimization and rabid pursuit 
by a male “master,” to the dangerous escape and subsequent concealment 
in garrets and lofts, to the lingering legacy of the fugitive experience. 
Gaskell’s villainous M. de la Tourelle fi nds his antecedent in Jacobs’s Dr. 
Flint. The latter is the owner of a “fi ne residence in town, several farms, 
and about fi fty slaves” (HJ, 15); the former the “propriétaire” of “a small 
chateau on the Vosges mountains,” the surrounding land, and a staff of 
servants (GW, 296). Dr. Flint is “wilful and arbitrary” (HJ, 37) and mor-
bidly jealous of Jacobs’s liaison with another man; he builds a “lonely 
cottage” (HJ, 55) in which to keep Jacobs as his mistress, and he is violent 
and tyrannical with his slaves. M. de la Tourelle is “jealous,” “suspicious,” 
and prone to “outbursts of passion” (GW, 302); he strictly limits his wife’s 
access to certain parts of the chateau, and his treatment of his servants 
“was often severe even to cruelty” (GW, 304). The two men begin to blur 
further after their female victims escape. Dr. Flint “rave[s] and storm[s] at 
a furious rate” and accuses Jacobs of “[running] off without the least 
provocation” even though she had been “treated . . . very kindly” (HJ, 97). 
M. de la Tourelle uses similar rhetoric, describing how he had been 
“deserted and betrayed” by a wife “on whom I lavished all my love, but 
who has abused my confi dence” (GW, 327). 

The parallels between Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl and “The Grey 
Woman” become more striking when Jacobs’s escape is juxtaposed with 
Anna Scherer’s. In Jacobs’s case, she is fi rst concealed in “a small room 
over [a sympathetic neighbor’s] own sleeping apartment,” a space that 
doubles as “a room to store away things that are out of use” (HJ, 100). 
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Figure 3.1. Harriet Jacobs in 1894. Cabinet photograph by Gilbert 
Studios, Washington, D.C. Gold-toned albumin print. By permission 
of Jean Fagan Yellin. 
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While hidden in this “retreat above stairs” (HJ, 103), Jacobs overhears 
Dr. Flint in the house, and she is immediately seized with terror at his 
close proximity. In Anna’s case, she and Amante fi rst fi nd refuge at an old 
mill, where an old woman secretes them in “a kind of loft, which went 
halfway over the lofty mill-kitchen” (GW, 320). The loft doubles as “the 
store-room or garret for the household” and is fi lled with “bedding piled 
up, boxes and chests, mill sacks, the winter store of apples and nuts, bun-
dles of old clothes, broken furniture, and many other things” (GW, 321). 
Through “the crevices between the boards that formed the fl ooring into 
the kitchen below,” they experience their own close call, when one of 
M. de la Tourelle’s servants, Lefebvre, enters the kitchen and asks the 
miller “sly questions” with “the hidden purpose” of discovering Anna and 
Amante’s whereabouts (GW, 321). 

As a result of their respective near discoveries, both Jacobs and Anna 
Scherer subsequently rely on disguises to fl ee to their next hiding place. 
Jacobs is given a suit of sailor’s clothes, including “jacket, trousers, and 
tarpaulin hat” (HJ, 111), blackens her face with charcoal, and is instructed 
to “put [her] hands in [her] pockets, and walk ricketty, like de sailors” (HJ, 
112). She is spirited to her grandmother’s house, where she is hidden in “a 
very small garret” only “nine feet long and seven wide” (HJ, 114), pinned 
just below the roof and above some boards. Desperate for air and access 
to the outside world, she bores holes into the wall of her cell in order to 
catch sight of her children—though the fi rst person she spies is Dr. Flint. 
As for Anna Scherer, she too is forced to take on a disguise when fl eeing to 
the next safe house. With the help of Amante, she darkens her “fair hair 
and complexion” with walnut shells, blackens her teeth, and breaks her 
front tooth. Digging through the boxes and chests in the mill’s storeroom, 
Amante discovers “an old suit of man’s clothes, which had probably 
belonged to the miller’s absent son” (GW, 323) and dons it to masquerade 
as an itinerant tailor. The two women seek shelter at an inn, where they 
bargain for “a small bedroom across the court, and over the stables” (GW, 
329). In the middle of the night, they are awakened by M. de la Tourelle’s 
voice below, as he arrives to stable his horse: “For fi ve minutes or so he 
went on giving directions. Then he left the stable, and, softly stealing to 
our window, we saw him cross the court and re-enter the inn” (GW, 330). 

Jacobs and Anna Scherer must subsequently endure the constant terror 
and uncertainty of fugitive life, an experience that leaves lasting physical 
scars. From years of being pent up in such a small space, Jacobs suffers 
from swollen limbs and diminished health. The intensity of Anna’s terror 
turns her into an invalid and recluse. Yet although both women manage to 
escape their sexual oppressors, neither is able to escape fully the legacy of 
their past suffering. In both stories, the gothic trope that “the sins of the 
fathers are visited on their children” is terribly literalized. For Jacobs, the 
sexual sins of the slave master are revealed in the complexion of his illegit-
imate children. Jacobs describes an uncle who is “nearly white” for “he 
inherited the complexion my grandmother had derived from her [male] 
Anglo-Saxon ancestors” (HJ, 6). She describes a typical slave master who 



Female Slave Narratives 83

is “the father of many little slaves” and the slave mistress who watches as 
“children of every shade of complexion play with her own fair babies, and 
too well she knows they are born unto him of his own household” (HJ, 36). 
Indeed, Jacobs’s own children bear the racial imprint of Mr. Sands, their 
white father. For Anna Scherer, her daughter Ursula carries within her the 
blood of M. de la Tourelle, a genetic legacy that both reminds Anna of her 
past sexual oppression and taints Ursula’s eventual marriage prospects. 

With their parallel accounts of sexual victimization and its legacy,  Inci-
dents in the Life of a Slave Girl and “The Grey Woman” allegorically refl ect 
the social and political turmoil of their era. Nat Turner’s Rebellion (1831) 
acts as the backdrop for Jacobs’s narrative, embodying the racial hysteria 
of the mid-nineteenth-century South. Turner was a Virginian slave who, 
inspired by mystical visions, led a massive slave insurrection that claimed 
the lives of at least fi fty-fi ve white people. In the aftermath of the rebellion, 
close to two hundred black people were killed by white mobs, and Turner 
himself was hanged and skinned. Jacobs mentions this gruesome upris-
ing’s effect on her small town: “The news threw our town into a great 
commotion” (HJ, 63) and white mobs began to search and pillage black 
households. Racial paranoia reaches its apogee, as innocent slaves are 
whipped, jailed, and otherwise tortured. For Jacobs, Turner’s rebellion 
confi rms the volatile racial climate of the American South and the uneasy 
relations between masters and slaves. So terrifi ed are slaveholders of 
future insurrection that “after the alarm caused by Nat Turner’s insurrec-
tion had subsided, [they] came to the conclusion that it would be well to 
give the slaves enough of religious instruction to keep them from murder-
ing their masters” (HJ, 68). 

For Gaskell, it is the French Revolution that confi rms the volatile social 
climate of Europe and the uneasy relations between the classes. “The Grey 
Woman” is not simply an allegory of M. de la Tourelle’s marital “Reign of 
Terror,” but a larger disquisition on how class complicates all social rela-
tions, from that between husband and wife to that between mistress and 
servant. Anna is a miller’s daughter, whose “country breeding” (GW, 294) 
leaves her unprepared for the “court manners, or French fashions” (GW, 
294) of life with M. de la Tourelle. Alienated from her husband, Anna 
transgresses class boundaries again by becoming “too familiar” with 
Amante. This friendship between the “lady of the castle” and the “Norman 
waiting-maid” eclipses the marriage between Anna and M. de la Tourelle 
as the central relationship of the story. It also further reveals Gaskell’s debt 
to the slave narrative, in this case to William and Ellen Craft’s  Running a 
Thousand Miles to Freedom.

Most readers would agree that the most striking feature of “The Grey 
Woman” is the cross-dressing plot. In order for the two women to escape 
detection, Amante steals an old man’s suit, cuts her hair “to the shortness 
of a man’s,” clips her eyebrows, stuffs a hump on her back, and fi lls her 
cheeks with cork to alter her voice and appearance (GW, 323). She dyes 
Anna’s hair, darkens her skin, blackens and chips her teeth, and thickens 
her fi gure. 22 As husband and wife, Amante and Anna transgress traditional 
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class and gender roles, a fact suggested by Amante’s name, the French word 
for “lover.” The woman “passes” for a man, the servant for a master. Even 
prior to the escape from the chateau, Amante is described as masculine in 
appearance and manner. She is “tall and handsome” and “somewhat gaunt” 
(GW, 302); she “fear[s] no one” and would “quietly beard” (GW, 303) the 
other servants. Her comportment contrasts markedly with the effeminacy 
of M. de la Tourelle, whose features are “as delicate as a girl’s” and whose 
speech is characterized by an “affected softness” (GW, 295). 

The relationship between Amante and Anna recalls the homosocial 
bonds of Cranford’s community of “Amazons,” yet it also points to an 
actual historical episode—the cross-dressing escape plot of the American 
fugitive slaves William and Ellen Craft. 23 According to R. J. M. Blackett, 
“no other escape, with the exception of Frederick Douglass’ and Josiah 
Henson’s, created such a stir in antebellum America as did the Crafts’ ”. 24

In 1848, the Crafts fl ed from Macon, Georgia to Philadelphia. Ellen Craft, 
who was so fair-skinned she could pass for white, disguised herself as an 
invalid slave owner, donning men’s clothes her husband had purchased 
“piece by piece,” cutting her hair, and binding her head in a poultice to 
conceal her “beardless chin” 25 (see fi gure  3.2). Traveling as master and 
slave, Ellen and William Craft endured several close calls, once crossing 
paths with William’s employer, another time with a friend of Ellen’s mas-
ter. Both times, Ellen’s disguise saved them from recognition. Upon reach-
ing Pennsylvania, the Crafts were taken under the wing of William Wells 
Brown, who “immediately ushered them into the inner clique of slave lec-
turers”26 and organized a group lecture tour throughout New England and 
the British Isles. 

In January 1851, William and Ellen Craft arrived in Liverpool, where 
their thrilling tale was widely recounted in British newspapers and maga-
zines, including the Liverpool Mercury, the Athenaeum, and the Scottish
Press.27 Blackett writes, “British audiences knew about daring escapes 
from slavery—among them Douglass’s, Roper’s, and Henson’s—but this 
tale involved unheard-of boldness and romance. And in a century still 
awed by the romance of the American frontier, this was strong stuff.” 28

Particularly shocking to British audiences was Ellen Craft’s appearance. 
The Leeds Mercury described her as being as “fair as British girls, and as 
intelligent,”29 and to witness such a creature subjected to slavery empha-
sized the inhumanity and irrationality of the institution (see fi gure  3.3).
Over the next decade, William and Ellen Craft continued their antislavery 
work, and with the sponsorship of British abolitionists, enrolled at the 
Ockham Agricultural School in Surrey, where they eventually became 
superintendent and matron, respectively. In 1860, inspired by the fact that 
“no major slave narrative had been issued in Britain since the early 1850s 
[and] none had appeared since Uncle Tom’s Cabin,”30 the Crafts decided to 
write a narrative of their escape, entitled Running a Thousand Miles 
to Freedom. Published by William Tweedie, printer of the London  Anti-
Slavery Advocate, the narrative went through two editions and “was gener-
ally well received by contemporary readers.” 31



Figure 3.2. [Unknown artist], frontispiece of a disguised Ellen Craft 
from William Craft,  Running a Thousand Miles to Freedom; or, the Escape 
of William and Ellen Craft from Slavery (London: William Tweedie, 1860). 
Reproduced with permission, the University Library, University of North 
Carolina, Chapel Hill. 



Figure 3.3. [Unknown artist], illustrations of William and Ellen Craft 
from William Still,  The Underground Railroad (Philadelphia: Porter and 
Coates, 1872). Reproduced with permission, New York Public Library. 
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Running a Thousand Miles to Freedom reveals how William and Ellen 
Craft cross barriers of race, class, gender, and even geography in their 
escape from slavery. To draw the predominantly white readership further 
into the tale, William Craft devotes the fi rst few pages of the narrative to 
tales of wrongful white enslavement, as much to remind the reader that 
“slavery in America is not at all confi ned to persons of a particular com-
plexion” (Craft, 4) as to accentuate that “passing” goes both ways: just as 
Ellen Craft could be mistaken for white, so a white person could be mis-
taken for black. As an example, William describes the story of Salomé 
Muller, a German emigrant from Alsace, who arrives with her family 
in New Orleans in 1818 to work on the plantations and is enslaved for 
twenty-fi ve years, only to be liberated when a German woman recognizes 
her working in a wine-shop. Years of laboring on cotton and sugar fi elds 
have turned her complexion “as dark as that of the darkest brunette,” 
though her “long, straight, black hair, hazel eyes, thin lips, and [ ] Roman 
nose” betray “no trace of African descent” (Craft, 5). 32 According to Marjo-
rie Garber, such a story serves as a powerful rhetorical strategy, placing 
the white reader “in a condition of imagined jeopardy, voiceless and place-
less, caught in the same double bind as the Crafts themselves.” 33

In “The Grey Woman,” Gaskell brings together the story of William and 
Ellen Craft and the story of Salomé Muller, relocating the dangers of racial 
passing onto the dangers of gender and class passing. Anna Scherer is 
born in the borderlands of France and Germany, in roughly the same 
region as Salomé Muller, whose name itself is a French-German hybrid. 34

Her problems begin when her friends and family push her into an advan-
tageous marriage, one that elevates her to a “great lady, a lady of a castle” 
(GW, 303). Despite her new social position, Anna gravitates toward the 
company of Amante, who comes from a similarly humble background: 
“By birth,” Gaskell writes, “we were not very far apart in rank: Amante was 
the daughter of a Norman farmer, I of a German miller” (GW, 303). Against 
the class warfare of the French Revolution, Anna is accused by her hus-
band of being “too familiar” with Amante, of transgressing social bound-
aries, and it is this crime that later comes back to haunt her when she 
discovers that her daughter’s suitor, Le Brun, is himself “passing” as a 
member of the Third Estate, having dropped his real name “because the 
blood-thirsty republicans might consider it too aristocratic” (GW, 340). 
Whether masquerading as a “great lady” or a tailor’s wife, Anna must 
navigate the precariousness of class identity. 

As she did with Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl,
Gaskell borrows sensational plot devices from the Crafts’ slave narrative, 
one a moment of near-discovery and another a moment of mistaken iden-
tity. In  Running a Thousand Miles, William Craft describes how he and his 
wife boarded a train for Savannah when they spy William’s former em-
ployer, a cabinet-maker, on the platform. William writes, “Full believing 
that we were caught, I shrank into a corner, turned my face from the door, 
and expected in a moment to be dragged out. The cabinet-maker looked 
into my master’s carriage, but did not know him in his new attire, and, as 
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God would have it, before he reached mine the bell rang, and the train 
moved off” (Craft, 22–23). Once the train had safely left the platform, how-
ever, Ellen “looked round in the carriage, and was terror-stricken to fi nd a 
Mr. Cray—an old friend of my wife’s master . . . sitting on the same seat” 
(Craft, 23). Mr. Cray attempts to make conversation with Ellen, who, ter-
rifi ed that he might recognize her voice, pretends to be deaf. To Ellen’s 
relief, Mr. Cray’s suspicions are not awakened, and he soon departs the 
carriage. In “The Grey Woman,” the moment of near-discovery occurs at a 
blacksmith’s house, where the disguised Amante and Anna have been 
hired to mend some clothes. M. de la Tourelle stops at the same black-
smith’s house to have his horse reshod, and he joins Anna and Amante 
around the stove. Anna and Amante sit “in dusk shadow, pretending to 
stitch away, but scarcely able to see” (GW, 326). To avoid conversation, 
Amante whistles. They overhear M. de la Tourelle curse the two of them 
before he rides away. 

Gaskell’s second borrowing is signifi cantly more disturbing, imagina-
tively extending a moment of misrecognition to its tragic end. As William 
and Ellen Craft make their way North, they encounter a “stout elderly 
lady” in Richmond who, stepping into the carriage, mistakes William for 
her own runaway slave. William writes: 

Seeing me passing quickly along the platform, she sprang up as if 
taken by a fi t, and exclaimed, “Bless my soul! there goes my nigger, 
Ned!”
My master [Ellen] said, “No; that is my boy.” 
The lady paid no attention to this; she poked her head out of the 
window, and bawled to me, “You Ned, come to me, sir, you runaway 
rascal!”
On my looking round she drew her head in, and said to my master, “I 
beg your pardon, sir, I was sure it was my nigger; I never in my life saw 
two black pigs more alike than your boy and my Ned.” (Craft, 31) 

The lady’s bitterness at her slave’s escape anticipates M. de la Tourelle’s 
bitterness at his wife’s. “Oh!” she cries to the disguised Ellen, “I hope, sir, 
your boy will not turn out to be so worthless as my Ned has. Oh! I was as 
kind to him as if he had been my own son. Oh! sir, it grieves me very much 
to think that after all I did for him he should go off without having any 
cause whatever” (Craft, 31). M. de la Tourelle likewise contrasts his own 
devotion to his wife’s infi delity, his own innocence to her “corruption” 
(GW, 327). 

The monomaniacal pursuit of a runaway “boy” or wife leads Southern 
slave mistress and French propriétaire to see their quarry everywhere, to 
populate their worlds with doppelgangers who act as constant, taunting 
reminders of their loss. The misidentifi cation of William Craft leads the 
Southern lady to rehearse and relive her own history of slave ownership. 
For M. de la Tourelle, the moment of mistaken identifi cation has even 
deadlier consequences. Anna’s doppelganger is the Baroness de Roeder, a 
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young lady with hair “exactly the colour of [Anna’s],” who speaks German 
French and is attended by an elderly French maid. The two women check 
into the same inn as the disguised Anna and Amante, and in the middle of 
the night, M. de la Tourelle stabs the Baroness to death, believing her to be 
his wife. Ned and William Craft are tragically linked by race, Anna and the 
Baroness by class and gender. 

While race appears elided in “The Grey Woman,” the story’s title does 
draw attention to the signifying power of Anna’s complexion and offers a 
fi nal clue to the infl uence of the slave narrative in the story. It is Anna’s 
portrait that fi rst catches the narrator’s interest and leads to the tale of 
how “this pretty girl, with her complexion of lilies and roses, lost her col-
our so entirely through fright” (GW, 289). Terror has drained Anna of her 
physical vitality and made her literally unrecognizable to her husband and 
family. Catching sight of M. de la Tourelle years after her escape, Anna 
cries, “he saw me, an old grey woman, and he did not recognize me! Yet it 
was not three years since we had parted” (GW, 339). And reuniting with 
her brother some years later, Anna must point out the similarities in her 
features and that of her portrait in order to convince him of her identity. 
This dramatic change in her complexion can be linked to the years of 
“passing” as a tailor’s wife, when she must dye her hair and darken her 
skin to escape exposure. Anna does not “pass” for black, as Salomé Muller 
had, yet her complexion and hair are permanently discolored by the expe-
rience. Her second husband urges her not to “renew” the dye once “it has 
passed away from [her] face” (GW, 339), but for Anna there is “no need”: 
“my yellow hair was grey, my complexion was ashen-coloured, no creature 
would have recognized the fresh-coloured, bright-haired young woman of 
eighteen months before” (GW, 339). She is no longer fair, nor is she dark. 
Rather, she takes on an ambiguous, mixed complexion: not-black, not-
white, but grey. The terror of gender and class transgression manifests 
itself in Anna Scherer’s face, bringing the story back to its origins in tales 
of racial passing and escape. 

  My Lady Ludlow  

First published in Household Words in 1858 and later packaged with sev-
eral other short stories in a collection called Round the Sofa (1859), 
Gaskell’s My Lady Ludlow is now rarely read and has received only scant 
critical attention. J. R. Watson, in one of the few critical essays on the 
novella, reads the work as a humorous contemplation of the problems of 
“dangerous writing,” which Gaskell had “treated with such seriousness in 
the Life [of Charlotte Brontë] and which had caused her so much anguish 
in her own career.” 35 Like “The Grey Woman,”  My Lady Ludlow has a 
highly mediated structure, narrated by a former ward of Lady Ludlow’s 
named Mrs. Dawson and featuring an unwieldy mise en ab îme narrated 
by Lady Ludlow. As repackaged in  Round the Sofa, My Lady Ludlow is 
further framed by the conceit, narrated by a Miss Greatorex, that Mrs. 
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Dawson and several friends have gathered “round the sofa” to recount 
stories. Mrs. Dawson recounts the furor surrounding the attempts of a 
new clergyman, Mr. Gray, to establish a Sunday school in the village for 
the purpose of educating local working-class children. His scheme is 
received with horror by Lady Ludlow, who links literacy to insubordina-
tion and recounts, in rambling detail, an episode from the French Revolu-
tion to support her stance. When Mrs. Dawson eventually resumes her 
narrative, we learn that after some initial resistance, Lady Ludlow relents 
and allows the Sunday school to continue. The horrors of the French Rev-
olution do not come to pass in provincial England and the working 
class is happily educated. 

My Lady Ludlow taps into entrenched fears of working-class literacy 
that unite the novella’s three diagetic planes: the extradiagetic, in which 
Mrs. Dawson gathers “round the sofa” with her friends; the diagetic, in 
which Mrs. Dawson recounts her past life with Lady Ludlow; and 
the metadiagetic, in which Lady Ludlow recalls the revolution in France. 
Lawrence Stone, in his study of English literature and education, describes 
early resistance to working-class education: 

A common opinion in eighteenth-century England was that education 
merely encouraged the poor “to imagine themselves to be judges of 
what they do not understand, and to despise the advice of their 
teachers. By reading seditious pamphlets and occasional papers, they 
also become factious, and, forgetting their proper business, their 
knowledge serves only to render them more troublesome members of 
society.” 36

The English Civil War and French Revolution only augmented suspicion 
of working-class education, and “between 1660 and 1790 most men were 
convinced that a little learning for the poor is a dangerous thing, since it 
encourages them to aspire beyond their station, and so threatens social 
stability and the domination of the elite.” 37 Even as working-class educa-
tion became more accessible by the mid-nineteenth century, middle-class 
anxiety did not cease. 38 Again, historical events exacerbated fears of the 
English “common reader,” 39 as Chartist demands for suffrage and the 1848 
revolutions in Europe resurrected memories of class warfare and “the bo-
geyman of Victorian England—the French Revolution.” 40

The novella triggers a chain of retrospection that links the mid-century 
reader to the events of turn-of-the-century England and from there, to the 
events of the French Revolution. It simultaneously evokes mid-century 
anxieties over slave literacy. Stone notes the similar ideological barriers to 
both working-class and slave literacy, confi rming that “in America in the 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, slaves were kept illiterate by law 
on the grounds that ‘teaching slaves to read and write tends to dissatisfac-
tion in their minds, and to produce insurrection and rebellion.’ ” 41 Gaskell 
borrows liberally from slave narrative tropes throughout the novella, most 
evidently in her composition of Lady Ludlow’s antieducation speeches but 
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also in her rendering of the working-class “imp,” Harry Gregson. In the 
process, she both perpetuates popular comparisons of worker and slave 
and updates her tale to resonate with the ongoing race confl ict in America. 
Whether Gaskell wished her audience to read My Lady Ludlow through the 
lens of working-class reform, slavery reform—or both—her reliance on the 
slave narrative demonstrates its enormous cultural saturation and ability 
to cross generic boundaries. For a middle-class author like Gaskell, the 
“imagined” working class in her novella is constructed as much from the 
“real” narratives of American slaves as the autobiographical accounts of 
British workers. 

Lady Ludlow, the novella’s primary source of antiliteracy rhetoric, 
expresses deep apprehension at the prospect of an educated working 
class, dismissing working-class education as “levelling and revolution-
ary,” 42 and subscribing to “an all but inviolable rule” (LL, 14) to hire only 
illiterate servants. Her ire is fi rst piqued by Mr. Gray, who proposes a 
“Sabbath-school” for the religious education of local workers, whom he 
hopes will use their new-found literacy to read their Bibles and save their 
souls. Mrs. Dawson recalls, “Mr. Gray was full of new things, and . . . what
he fi rst did was attack all our established institutions, both in the village 
and the parish, and also in the nation” (LL, 183). His reformist zeal 
extends to other humanitarian causes, including, most notably, the anti-
slavery cause. Miss Galindo, a local gossip, reports, 

“And what’s the next thing our young parson does? Why he tries to 
make us all feel pitiful for the black slaves, and leaves little pictures of 
negroes about, with the question printed below, ‘Am I not a man and 
a brother?’ just as if I was to be hail-fellow-well-met with every negro 
footman. They do say he takes no sugar in his tea, because he thinks 
he sees spots of blood in it. Now I call that superstition.” (LL, 184) 

Mr. Gray’s boycott of West-Indian slave sugar and his distribution of abo-
litionist propaganda are met with the same incredulity that meets his calls 
for educational reform. To the mid-century reader, of course, Mr. Gray’s 
activities are not so quixotic, given the eventual abolition of the slave trade 
in 1807 and the abolition of slavery in 1834. In fact, Mr. Gray’s two pet 
causes, working-class literacy and antislavery, can be seen as earlier man-
ifestations of the mid-century debate over abolition and slave literacy in 
the United States. 

Also eager to educate local workers, albeit from a secular perspective, 
is Lady Ludlow’s steward, Mr. Horner, who “hope[s] for a day school at 
some future time, to train up intelligent labourers for working on the 
estate” (LL, 58). Despite his lady’s disapproval, Horner secretly teaches the 
“brightest and sharpest, although by far the raggediest and dirtiest” farm-
lad, Harry Gregson, to read and write, “with a view of making use of him 
as a kind of foreman in process of time” (LL, 59). Harry Gregson’s illicit 
education comes to Lady Ludlow’s attention in comic fashion. Entrusted 
by Horner with a note to Lady Ludlow, Harry appears at Lady Ludlow’s 
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doorstep having lost the note but proudly announcing he can “say it off by 
heart” (LL, 65). He explains to Lady Ludlow, “Mr. Horner, my lady, has 
taught me to read, write, and cast accounts, my lady. And he was in a 
hurry, and he folded his paper up, but he did not seal it; and I read it, my 
lady” (LL, 65–66). The ensuing scene is broadly humorous, with Harry 
blithely unaware of his transgression and bewildered by Lady Ludlow’s 
disapproving lecture. To Lady Ludlow’s injunction that “you must not read 
letters that are not intended for you,” Harry responds, “Please, my lady, I 
thought it were good for practice, all as one as a book” (LL, 67). And to her 
follow-up query, “you would not listen, I am sure . . . to anything you were 
not intended to hear?” Harry cheekily answers, “Please, my lady, I always 
hearken when I hear folk talking secrets; but I mean no harm” (LL 
67–68).

This scene’s humor partly derives from the racialization of Harry 
Gregson, who though a British “farm-lad” exhibits the mannerisms of an 
American pickaninny. When we are fi rst introduced to Harry, he is 
described as a “lithe, wiry lad, with a thick head of hair, standing out in 
every direction, as if stirred by some electrical current” (LL, 64). He has 
a “short, brown face,” a “resolute mouth,” and “bright, deep-set eyes, 
which glanced keenly and rapidly round the room, as if taking in every-
thing (and all was new and strange), to be thought and puzzled over at 
some future time” (LL, 64). Harry’s disheveled hair, his caricatured fea-
tures, and his darting glances evoke the slave-child Topsy from Stowe’s 
Uncle Tom’s Cabin, fi rst published in England in 1852. Purchased by 
Augustine St. Clare for his sister Ophelia, Topsy is described as having 
“wooly hair [that] was braided in sundry little tails, which stuck out in 
every direction,” “round, shining eyes, glittering as glass beads, [that] 
moved with quick and restless glances over everything in the room,” and 
a mouth “half open with astonishment at the wonders of the new Mas’r’s 
parlor, display[ing] a white and brilliant set of teeth.” 43 Upon seeing Top-
sy for the fi rst time, Aunt Ophelia exclaims, “What on earth did you want 
to bring [Topsy] here for?” and Augustine answers, “For you to educate—
didn’t I tell you? You’re always preaching about education. I thought I 
would make you a present of a fresh-caught specimen, and let you try 
your hand on her, and bring her up in the way she should go” (Stowe, 
207–8). A New England spinster with her own quixotic beliefs in slave 
education, Ophelia is immediately tested when Topsy fi lches a ribbon 
and gloves, denies the theft, eventually confesses, but then claims respon-
sibility for thefts she has not committed. Later, when Eva informs her 
mother that “Miss Ophelia has taught Topsy to read,” her mother 
responds, “Yes, and you see how much good it does. Topsy is the worst 
creature I ever saw!” (Stowe, 229). 

By modeling Harry Gregson on Topsy, Gaskell extends a metaphorical 
connection between British worker and American slave that Stowe herself 
had explored in her novel. Augustine, quoting his twin brother Alfred, tells 
Ophelia that “the American planter is ‘only doing, in another form, what 
the English aristocracy and capitalists are doing by the lower classes;’ that 
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is, I take it, appropriating them, body and bone, soul and spirit, to their use 
and convenience” (Stowe, 199), to which Ophelia protests, “‘How in the 
world can the two things be compared? [ . . . ] The English worker is not 
sold, traded, parted from his family, whipped’” (Stowe, 200). Augustine’s 
response is characteristic of working-class reformers like Wheeler: “Well, 
I’ve traveled in England some, and I’ve looked over a good many docu-
ments as to the state of their lower classes; and I really think there is no 
denying Alfred when he says that his slaves are better off than a large class 
of the population of England” (Stowe, 200). Augustine then makes explicit 
the parallel project of educating workers and slaves: 

“The fact is, that a mind stupefi ed and animalized by every bad infl u-
ence from the hour of birth, spending the whole of every week-day in 
unrefl ecting toil, cannot be done much with by a few hours on Sunday. 
The teachers of Sunday-schools among the manufacturing popula-
tion of England, and among the plantation-hands in our country, 
could perhaps testify to the same result, there and here.” (Stowe, 200) 

As the benefi ciaries of education, Topsy and Harry Gregson initially 
appear botched experiments, proof that slaves and the lower classes are 
incorrigible. Topsy steals, Harry Gregson eavesdrops, yet both are insensi-
ble to their misdeeds. 44

Gaskell subsequently models Lady Ludlow’s turn-of-the-century fear of 
working-class literacy on mid-century ideological arguments against slave 
literacy. Here, she borrows directly from the slave narrative, a primary 
source of Uncle Tom’s Cabin as well as  My Lady Ludlow.45 Education, to 
Lady Ludlow, “is a bad thing, if given indiscriminately”: “It unfi ts the lower 
orders for their duties, the duties to which they are called by God; of sub-
mission to those placed in authority over them; of contentment with that 
state of life to which it has pleased God to call them, and of ordering them-
selves lowly and reverently to all their betters” (LL 191–92). Once a boy 
like Harry Gregson is taught to read and write, “his duties become compli-
cated, and his temptations much greater, while, at the same time, he has 
no hereditary principles and honourable training to serve as safeguards” 
(LL 192). She repeatedly characterizes reading and writing as “edge-tools” 
that, if given to the “lower orders,” will lead to “the terrible scenes of the 
French Revolution acted over again in England” (LL, 68). A similar logic 
informs the resistance to slave literacy, which likewise “spoils” the slave 
for a life of servitude and makes him dissatisfi ed with his lot. Frederick 
Douglass recounts his master’s belief that “‘if you teach that nigger (speak-
ing of myself) how to read, there would be no keeping him. It would for-
ever unfi t him to be a slave. He would at once become unmanageable, and 
of no value to his master.  . . . It would make him discontented and un-
happy.” 46 Subscribing to the belief that “if you give a nigger an inch, he will 
take an ell,” Douglass’s master cautions his wife that “If you learn [a slave] 
now to read, he’ll want to know how to write; and, this accomplished, he’ll 
be running away with himself.” 47



The American Slave Narrative and the Victorian Novel94

Lady Ludlow is nonetheless depicted with a great deal more sympathy 
and gentle humor than the irascible American slave owner. Although her 
fear of working-class literacy is genuine, her comparison of Harry Gregson’s 
indiscretion to the events of the French Revolution seems ludicrous, not the 
least because the scene of Harry’s indiscretion is rendered in largely comical 
terms, as opposed to the baroque tragedy of the Revolutionary tale. 48 More-
over, Lady Ludlow’s antipathy toward working-class education is gradually 
overcome over the course of the novella. She withdraws her opposition to 
Mr. Gray’s Sunday school, and ultimately allows that it is “right for [Harry 
Gregson] to be educated” (LL, 235). 49 Lady Ludlow’s relenting attitude 
refl ects her evolution from a staunch traditionalist to reluctant progressive. 
Although she longs for a return to a more “primitive” (LL, 58) feudal system, 
she eventually submits to the modernization of her estate. She watches as 
her new agent, a “good, orthodox, aristocratic, and agricultural Hanbury,” 
marries the daughter of a Dissenter, tradesman, and Birmingham demo-
crat. And though she cannot “endure any mention of illegitimate children” 
and believes that “society ought to ignore them” (LL, 252–53), she eventu-
ally receives the illegitimate Miss Bessy at the great Hall and blesses her 
marriage to Mr. Gray. In the face of considerable social, economic, and po-
litical change, Lady Ludlow clings to the old ways but eventually adapts to 
the new. 

Mrs. Dawson’s wistful tone further softens the portrayal of Lady 
Ludlow. As an old woman, herself, she can sympathize with her mistress’s 
innate conservatism and nostalgia for the past. She begins her recollection 
with the statement, “I am an old woman now, and things are very different 
to what they were in my youth” (LL, 1). She laments the fast pace of mod-
ern life, from the “whizz” and “fl ash” of the train to the appalling frequency 
of the post (LL, 1). For Mrs. Dawson, Lady Ludlow is an icon of a simpler, 
more genteel time, and though her opinions regarding literacy may now 
seem quaint, they add rather than detract from her charm. Yet she can 
also recognize how Lady Ludlow’s fears may appear overblown or foolish 
to her younger audience. Mr. Gray’s and Mr. Horner’s “new-fangled no-
tions” would seem “sadly behind” to “folk at the present day” (LL, 57), but 
at the time of their introduction, they are understandably disquieting. 

Gaskell’s humorous and sympathetic portrayal of Lady Ludlow, her use 
of slave narrative conventions, and her reliance on a peculiar narrative 
structure necessarily complicate any straightforward reading of the no-
vella as a reformist document. If we read the story through the lens of 
mid-century fears of popular literacy, Gaskell seems to suggest that the 
nervous middle-class reader is simply a latter-day Lady Ludlow: resistant 
to change, prone to alarmism, but fundamentally well-meaning. The brou-
haha over popular literacy, like that over Mr. Gray’s Sunday school and 
Mr. Horner’s tutelage of Harry Gregson, will ultimately blow over. If we 
read the story through the lens of mid-century fears of slave literacy, the 
novella appears an indictment of American slave-holding society. By trans-
forming Harry Gregson into a British Topsy and Lady Ludlow into an 
anxious slave owner, Gaskell reenacts American attitudes toward slave lit-
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eracy in order to undermine prevalent proslavery arguments. Harry 
becomes an upstanding schoolteacher and Lady Ludlow lifts her literacy 
ban, all to the good of the small English village. Finally, if we read the 
story through the lens of transatlantic relations, My Lady Ludlow seems to 
adapt slave narrative conventions in order to pay tribute to British pro-
gressivism. From its comfortable midcentury vantage point, Britain may 
congratulate itself on having abolished slavery and the slave trade, and of 
educating (however ambivalently) its workers in the early part of the cen-
tury. America, meanwhile, lags behind, harnessed to a backward slave 
economy and antiquated beliefs. 

Then again, perhaps Gaskell is less interested in indicting America, 
England, or even France, than in arguing for a universal complicity when 
it comes to acts of social injustice. Mrs. Dawson repeatedly characterizes 
her story as having “neither beginning, middle, nor end” (LL, 1), a rejection 
of Aristotelian plot unity that is refl ected in the narratological structure of 
My Lady Ludlow, where multiple temporal moments (1780s, 1810s, and 
1850s) coexist with multiple geographic loci (France, England, Scotland, 
and even America). History is less progressive than recursive, less dia-
chronic than synchronic. By bringing together these disparate narrative 
threads, Gaskell composes a story that resonates across boundaries of race, 
class, nation, and time. And while her middle-class sympathies are evident 
in her gentle treatment of Lady Ludlow and tacit endorsement of gradual 
change, Gaskell does not allow her own nation and class to escape wholly 
unscathed.

Nonetheless, the frame narration of My Lady Ludlow, like that of “The 
Grey Woman,” does keep the past at a safe remove, even as Gaskell argues 
for its continued relevance to the present. Her use of the comic and gothic 
modes likewise distances her narratives from their source in the slave nar-
rative and diffuses some of its political content. With her novel  North and 
South, however, Gaskell more forcefully and directly links Britain to its 
role in the international slave economy. Through the unlikely fi gure of a 
sailor, Frederick Hale, she implicates England in global acts of injustice, 
unmediated by narrative, geographic, and temporal dislocations. 
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          What is the role of Frederick Hale in North and South? In the midst 
of Gaskell’s novel of class confl ict in the industrial North, the story 

of Frederick’s mutiny, his perilous return to England, his concealment in 
the Hale House, his near-capture at the train station by the bounty hunter 
Leonards, and his eventual escape to Cadiz, in southern Spain, seems pure 
plot contrivance. 1 Rosemarie Bodenheimer and Patsy Stoneman both read 
Frederick’s mutiny as a foil to the union strike, with Bodenheimer arguing 
that his rebellion “refl ects the dangers of Thornton’s authoritarian posi-
tion as well as the corresponding dangers for his striking workers” 2 and 
Stoneman claiming that his story “provides a powerful argument for 
working-class solidarity. Frederick is heroic but impotent; a handful of 
men cannot effectively challenge the armed forces and the law.” 3 Deirdre 
David similarly believes Frederick’s story serves as a cautionary tale: “I 
think that one of Frederick’s functions in the novel is to demonstrate 
Gaskell’s belief that to disobey the law is to exile oneself from reason and 
reconciliation; because Frederick does so, he is permanently exiled from 
his country and his family.” 4 For A. W. Ward, Frederick is a character “of 
secondary importance only,” 5 and for Stefanie Markovits, his story is “out-
moded” and “unrealistic.” 6 These readings reduce Frederick to an ancil-
lary character whose purpose is to amplify the primary plot of Margaret 
Hale’s social awakening. In subordinating his tale, however, critics have 
failed to account for the formal intrusion of Frederick’s narrative into the 
novel’s plot. Why would Gaskell devote fi ve central chapters of her novel 
to Frederick’s furtive homecoming, when her narrative is ostensibly about 
the textile trade? 

As a sailor, Frederick belongs to a profession with unparalleled geo-
graphic mobility and access to “distant countries and foreign people,” 7

introducing an international context to a novel that has traditionally been 
read in national terms. Frederick travels to Spain, Mexico, and South 
America and his peregrinations illuminate the global network in which 

   4 

The Return of the “Unnative”  
North and South
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the novel unfolds. W. A. Craik has observed that in  North and South Gaskell 
moves beyond the provincial setting of Ruth (1853) to depict “a much 
wider world than she had done before, of places which exist, and affect 
life in the most retired or self-absorbed provincial places.” 8 This world not 
only includes a broader swath of England—London, Helstone, Milton, 
and Oxford—but also the world beyond the nation’s borders. Yet from its 
initial publication, North and South has consistently been analyzed along 
the domestic axis. Partly this can be attributed to Charles Dickens, who 
recommended that Gaskell change her novel’s title from Margaret Hale to 
North and South. In a letter to Gaskell, Dickens wrote, “North and South 
appears to me to be a better name than Margaret Hale. It implies more, 
and is expressive of the opposite people brought face to face in the story.” 9

Bodenheimer points out, “it seems likely that [Dickens] invented a title 
which would link the new novel with his own [ Hard Times] and with Dis-
raeli’s Sybil, or Two Nations [1845], and advertise it as another account of 
the crisis of social division.” 10 Perhaps as a result, critics have generally 
interpreted the novel’s geographic dialectic in strictly national terms. 
According to Louis Cazamian, Milton becomes “one of the two poles on 
which England turns,” establishing an antagonism between a pastoral, 
aristocratic, agrarian South and an urban, working-class, industrial 
North.11 More recently, critics such as Raymond Williams and Hilary 
Schor have continued to work within a national framework, the former 
from a Marxist perspective and the latter from a feminist point of view. 12

Paul Giles notes, however, that by the mid-nineteenth century the 
“ ‘condition of England’ question that so much troubled Victorian 
Britain came to be reconceived in transnational terms.” 13 In particular, 
Britain’s relationship with America took on added importance during 
this period, as the two countries found themselves increasingly inter-
twined economically and politically. Popular travelogues such as 
Frances Trollope’s  Domestic Manners of the Americans (1832) and Charles 
Dickens’s American Notes (1842) helped familiarize British readers with 
the American landscape while commenting, often disparagingly, on 
American culture and democracy. 14 As Amanda Claybaugh has shown, 
the two nations were also connected through various reform movements 
such as temperance, antislavery, and suffrage, as well as through the 
literary marketplace. 15

Transnational relations were further tested during the Anglo-American 
Enlistment Crisis of 1855–1856. Embroiled in the Crimean War, the 
British began to recruit volunteers in the United States by offering 
bounties and establishing enlistment depots in the North American col-
onies. The United States accused Britain of infringing upon American 
sovereignty and violating its Neutrality Act of 1818, which outlawed for-
eign recruitment for service abroad. Adding to Anglo-American political 
friction was the situation in Central America. J. B. Conacher writes, “the 
American government charged that the British claim to control the Bay 
Islands south of Belize (British Honduras) and a protectorate over the 
Indians of the Mosquito Coast violated the Monroe Doctrine and the 
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Clayton-Bulwer Treaty of 1850—charges which the British government 
strongly denied.” 16 In 1854, British inhabitants of Greytown clashed 
with the American minister to Central America, leading to the deploy-
ment of the American sloop of war, the  Cayene, which subsequently 
bombarded the settlement and destroyed the residence of the British 
consul.17 Although the Greytown affair and the enlistment crisis would 
be resolved without recourse to war, it was clear that British actions in 
America, as in the Crimea, were not far from the mind of the British 
public.18

Traveling through Europe and the Americas, Frederick comes in close 
proximity to the major international skirmishes of the mid-nineteenth 
century. He also highlights the Anglo-American connection most imme-
diately relevant to Lancashire’s operatives and manufacturers, that 
between the British textile industry and its American competitors and 
suppliers. Émile Montégut, writing at the time of North and South’s orig-
inal publication, shrewdly locates the shadow of America in Gaskell’s 
depiction of northern England, where radical enthusiasm for “American-
style democracy” threatens to turn Great Britain into “a new version of 
the United States.” 19 Montégut describes northern manufacturers like 
Thornton as 

a fi rm, tireless, and courageous bourgeois, always with a spyglass at 
their eye, like the general of an army, to observe the position or move-
ment of the French, American, or German market, always watching 
for the direction of the wind, like a sailor, to see why cotton is going 
up so high or wool is undergoing such a depreciation in value. 20

In this passage, Montégut compares the global outlook of the textile 
manufacturer to that of a military offi cer and a sailor, an analogy that 
deftly unites the commercial, martial, and maritime fronts and reveals the 
transnational environment in which trade occurred: against the backdrop 
of war, and across international waters. 

As a mariner, Frederick is the novel’s most direct link between the 
cotton-producing American South and the cotton-manufacturing British 
North. This alternate “North and South” resituates Gaskell’s Condition of 
England novel in transatlantic terms and offers a new, racialized prism 
through which to view the narrative’s confl ict between master and man. 
Metonymically linked to slavery through the maritime trade, Frederick is 
also linked through his narrative’s formal contiguity to the American slave 
narrative. Frederick’s plight exposes the complexities of cosmopolitan 
identity in the nineteenth century, as Britain and her citizens struggled 
to reconcile national and international allegiances in the face of shifting 
political and economic interests. In depicting Frederick’s divided identity, 
North and South also anticipates Gaskell’s agonized feelings about the 
American Civil War, a national confl ict that places at its center the global 
problem of slavery. 
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Deus Ex Ploio

In Virtual Americas, Paul Giles begins the work of reading North and South
in a transnational context: 

In [the] new world of transnational communication, capital, like 
labor, has become subject to the fl uctuations of international markets, 
but Gaskell extrapolates her organic version of England from the 
(partial) repression of transatlantic turbulence, thus exemplifying 
how the attempt to demarcate British culture at this time was uncom-
fortably shadowed and threatened by the specter of the United 
States.21

Gaskell was living in Manchester (Milton’s real-world analogue) during 
a period of such transatlantic turbulence, when England’s textile industry, 
already suffering under the Corn Laws, found itself squeezed by its 
American suppliers. Jenny Uglow writes, 

The early 1830’s had seen a boom in Manchester trade. Cotton goods 
and yarn made up half of Britain’s exports. . . .  But the boom was fol-
lowed by a crash. . . .  After a brief recovery a second crash followed in 
1839. American banks had been giving credit to planters so that they 
could hold back cotton and demand high prices. Lancashire manufac-
turers retaliated by refusing to order and slowing production. Workers 
were laid off by the thousands and hundreds of mills lay idle. 22

Uglow traces the events of North and South to this period of privation, 
as foreign pressures, coupled with the growing discontent of Chartists and 
Anti-Corn Law campaigners, exacerbated an already grim domestic 
situation. In North and South, Thornton complains of competition from 
“American yarns” (NS, 143), which contributes to the fi nancial woes of 
Milton manufacturers and laborers, and his own ruin can be traced to 
imprudent speculation in American markets (NS, 408). 23

For much of the novel, however, England’s entanglement (to use a tex-
tile metaphor) in the international textile trade is safely abstracted. In the 
fi rst chapter, Margaret enjoys the sensual splendor of the Indian shawls 
and her pleasure is equated to that of a child (NS, 11). Such naïvete 
underscores Margaret’s limited knowledge of the textile industry and her 
distanced position as the consumer at the end of a long supply-chain. The 
foreign is safely domesticated or, more accurately, deracinated. When the 
international context does intrude, it manifests itself with all the subtlety 
of a deus ex machina: American competition helps trigger the strike at 
Marlborough Mills, and “making a bad end in America” (NS, 408) through 
speculation conveniently bankrupts Thornton and throws him upon 
Margaret’s charity. 24 To these two instances we can add the abrupt ap-
pearance of Frederick from abroad. But unlike our previous examples, 
where America and India remain remote even as they affect the lives of 
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our protagonists, the return of Frederick brings the transatlantic world 
into the Hales’ living room. 

Frederick Hale is a sailor, but he also becomes the vessel through which 
Gaskell imports cultural and political debates about industrialization, 
slavery, and international commerce. It is a weighty load, to be sure, but it 
is one skillfully borne by members of the maritime community, who were 
the emissary between disparate classes, races, and nations. To use Paul 
Gilroy’s chronotope, the ship itself became a “living, micro-cultural, 
micro-political system in motion” and the “living means by which 
the points within [the] Atlantic world were joined” 25—a microcosm of 
national and racial tensions, as well as the vehicle of their circulation. 
Seen this way, Frederick becomes an updated deus ex machina, interpo-
lating himself into Gaskell’s narrative in a nineteenth-century machine, 
the ship. 

Until she learns the details of Frederick’s mutiny, Margaret’s association 
of her brother to transatlantic trade is as abstracted as that of the Indian 
shawls. Margaret retrieves his old letters from her mother’s “little japan 
cabinet” and unties the “silken string” tying them together while noting the 
“peculiar fragrance which ocean letters have” (NS, 106). Recalling the 
scene where Margaret “snuff[s] up [the] spicy Eastern smell” (NS, 11) of 
the Indian shawls, Margaret’s knowledge of Frederick is safely bound up in 
bourgeois knickknacks and benign, if strange, odors. Her reaction is ap-
propriately na ïve for until this moment, she had not been deemed “old 
enough to be told plainly” (NS, 106) about Frederick’s plight. 

In reading the letters, however, the international background to 
Frederick’s rebellion is brought into sharp relief. Among the responsibil-
ities of the British navy after the abolition of the slave trade in 1807 was to 
keep slave ships out of British waters. Captain Reid, having spent three 
years on the Avenger “with nothing to do but to keep the slavers off, and 
work her men, till they ran up and down the rigging like rats or monkeys” 
(NS, 107) relocates a transatlantic history of physical brutality and subju-
gation to the H.M.S. Russell. His “tyranny” (NS, 107) aboard the ship, his 
reliance on fl ogging, his culpability in the death of a crewmember, and his 
mutinous overthrow by his subordinates eerily recreates, in microcosm, 
the horrors of slavery. 

W. Jeffrey Bolster has drawn parallels between maritime and slave dis-
cipline, writing, “Just as slaves could be maimed or killed by their mas-
ters with virtual impunity during much of the slave era, sailors aboard 
British (and later American) merchant ships could be legally—and at 
times mortally—fl ogged by their offi cers well into the nineteenth 
century.” 26 The navy contributed to this culture of brutality through its 
policy of impressment, a subject Gaskell later addressed in her 1863 novel 
Sylvia’s Lovers.27 Forcibly kidnapped, separated from their families, 
denied compensation, and ruthlessly fl ogged, impressed sailors endured 
abuses typically reserved for slaves. 28 Even those who voluntarily enlisted 
or who worked aboard merchant carriers likened their situation to that of 
temporary enslavement, with their vessel a kind of fl oating plantation. 29
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It seems ironic justice that Captain Reid, set adrift by his men, is eventu-
ally picked up “by a West-Indian steamer” (NS, 108) en route, presum-
ably, to its next destination in the infamous triangle trade. 

Frederick is neither a slave nor a slaver, but he is implicated in an 
international system of commerce that could not exist but for slavery. 
Ships from England transported cotton goods and other supplies to 
Africa, where they were sold and traded for slaves. Loaded with their 
human cargo, these ships then sailed to the West Indies and to America, 
where the slaves were sold to plantation owners in exchange for goods 
such as raw cotton, sugar, and tobacco. In the third segment of the jour-
ney, the ships returned to England, where they unloaded and sold their 
merchandise. All three English interests prospered in this so-called trian-
gle trade. Textile manufacturers sold their fi nished cotton goods and 
received fresh supplies of raw cotton; slave traders kidnapped or bought 
African slaves, clothed them in English textiles, and sold them to West 
Indian and American plantation owners; and the mariners were paid for 
their transportation services and received a cut of the fi nal profi t. Mari-
ners, in other words, were the consummate “middlemen,” connecting and 
profi ting from various commercial interests. 30 Their role in the textile 
trade would only increase in the nineteenth century, as Lancashire manu-
facturers looked to America for greater supplies of “clean” cotton to feed 
their looms. By the 1840s, Anthony Burton writes, “more than 80 per cent 
of all cotton spun in Britain came from the American South.” 31 By 1856, 
around the time of North and South’s publication, cotton accounted for 54 
percent of all American exports. 32

Frederick may help “keep slavers off” in the British Navy, but he also 
protects British interests, insuring the safe transport of American slave-
produced goods to English ports (an irony that did not go unnoticed by 
abolitionists). As such, he is integral to the success of the transatlantic 
textile trade, connecting British textile manufacturers to their supply of 
American cotton. Moreover, in the daily running of the trade, he occupies 
a lateral position to that of the slave and the operative: cotton picked by 
the slave is transported across the Atlantic by the sailor and woven into 
textile by the operative. In this particularized version of the triangle trade, 
slave, sailor, and operative are metonymically linked, each occupying a 
separate node in the transatlantic supply chain. 

The contiguity of these three “professions” may account for the active 
transmission and proliferation of slave metaphors across the global net-
work. Metonymically aligned, slave, sailor, and operative also found them-
selves metaphorically linked. We have seen how Captain Reid’s shipboard 
tyranny resembles plantation culture, transforming the sailors into 
oppressed slaves. And on land, too, we see metaphors of slavery color the 
discourse over industrialization. Catherine Gallagher, in her detailed study 
of the worker/slave metaphor, writes: 

[There were] certain obvious similarities between [workers] and 
slaves. . . .  [Workers] were physically confi ned and had to work long 
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hours according to the rhythms of the spinning machines; alertness 
and diligence were too often maintained by corporal punishment, and 
the sheer size of many textile mills, with their accompanying imper-
sonality, reminded reformers of vast plantations worked by indistin-
guishable slaves. 33

Thornton, deploying this rhetoric for his own ends, likens the impend-
ing strike to a slave uprising. He cries, “They [the strikers] want to be 
masters, and make the masters into slaves on their own ground. They are 
always trying at it; they always have it in their minds; and every fi ve or six 
years, there comes a struggle between masters and men” (NS, 16). Even 
his advocacy of “a wise despotism” (NS, 119) mirrors a philosophy of 
plantation paternalism. 34

Yet Gaskell moves beyond these popular metaphors in order to empha-
size the interdependence of these three “professions”—to demonstrate, in 
the words of Higgins, that they are “bound in one common interest” (NS, 
228) in an informal and unarticulated global union. Frederick acts as the 
“middleman” or lateral mediator between cotton-picking slave and cotton-
weaving worker, revealing a transatlantic brotherhood that transcends 
racial and national boundaries. While Margaret negotiates the vertical, 
domestic axis, connecting operative to manufacturer to customer, Frederick 
operates along the horizontal, international axis, connecting supplier to 
distributor to manufacturer. Later in the novel, Frederick’s easy transition 
from English sailor to Spanish merchant trader can be seen as a geo-
graphical and professional move along this international axis. Frederick 
becomes the novel’s Jamesian fi celle, peripheral to the narrative yet the 
device through which Gaskell illumines the complex network in which 
her story takes place. Given the novel’s setting in the textile industry, the 
term is particularly apt, for Frederick becomes the “string” ( fi celle) that 
tugs at the central plot, the horizontal thread of connection that, when 
pulled, makes visible the cultural and economic matrix in which the nar-
rative occurs. 

The intersection of the national and international axes occurs in 
Milton, at the narrative midpoint of the novel, when Frederick arrives at 
his mother’s deathbed. Concealed behind a door, Frederick glimpses 
Thornton and imagines him a shopman (much to his sister’s chagrin). 
Later, Thornton glimpses Frederick en route to the train station and ima-
gines him a lover (again to Margaret’s chagrin). Both meetings converge 
on Margaret, the central locus of the novel and the character who must 
reconcile almost single-handedly the multitudinous tensions in the novel. 
This, at least, has been the predominant focus of critics, who more often 
than not see Margaret as the transcendental mediator, an interpretation 
partially borne out by the novel’s original title. 

But if we redirect our critical attention to Frederick and his subplot, we 
may be astonished by just how much narrative real estate he occupies. 
Alex Woloch has described how narratives function as closed structures or 
“character-systems” that allocate to characters, both major and minor, a 
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certain portion of “character-space” in which to move. 35 For a minor 
character, Frederick, it turns out, takes up quite a lot of character-space. 
Early in the novel, he repeatedly intrudes on Margaret’s thoughts while 
she is at Harley Street, so much so that when Mr. Hale fi rst informs 
Margaret of his break with the church, her fi rst instinct is to link his 
decision to Frederick’s crime. Mrs. Hale devotes perhaps too much of her 
own character-space yearning for her son and enumerating his virtues. 36

Thornton is “haunted by the remembrance of the handsome young man” 
(NS, 246) he glimpses with Margaret at the train station. And in the latter 
half of the novel, Margaret is consumed by fears for Frederick’s safety and 
hopes for his exoneration. These moments, along with the fi ve central 
chapters devoted to Frederick’s homecoming and fl ight, comprise a 
substantial secondary narrative to the primary plot of Margaret’s social 
awakening.

The next section looks more closely at the particular construction of 
Frederick’s narrative as well as the historical moment in which Gaskell 
wrote in order to further support a transatlantic reading of North and 
South. If Frederick becomes an agent of international cultural transmis-
sion, his narrative likewise “circulates” within a transnational context. Set 
against the nineteenth-century transatlantic antislavery movement, his 
tale opens up a “contact zone” 37 between Gaskell’s novel and the narrative 
of the American slave. 

Doulous Ex Ploio 

Markovits describes Frederick’s rebellion as “the stuff of romance (as is 
evidenced by Gaskell’s chapter epigraphs from Byron),” 38 while David dis-
misses Frederick’s story as “the conventional saga of the mutiny of a brave 
young offi cer against his cruel captain” and points out that “shortly after 
Margaret learns the details of this story from her mother, the antagonism 
between Thornton and his workers erupts at the mill.” 39 David’s argument 
is supported on the generic level by Margaret Cohen in her analysis of 
nineteenth-century maritime fi ction. Cohen argues that the maritime 
genre’s “fundamental subject matter” is work, namely the degradation of 
labor, and she links maritime fi ction to the industrial novel in their mutual 
engagement with the problems of an emergent capitalist economy. 40 Seen 
this way, Frederick’s “conventional saga” of a mutinous sailor appears a 
logical analogue to the Milton strike. 

Yet Frederick physically enters the novel  after the strike, bringing to the 
foreground the repercussions rather than the provocations of rebellion. 
His story intersects with Margaret’s not at sea but on land, and his imme-
diate concerns are not those of a sailor but those of a fugitive. As such, his 
tale is less of the “conventional saga” of a seaman, for it moves well beyond 
the workings and movements of a ship. Earlier I spoke of Frederick Hale as 
a deus ex machina, but perhaps the most accurate term for his role is dou-
lous ex ploio—a slave from a ship. Rather than rehearse the “conventional 
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saga” of a mutinous sailor, he introduces the conventional saga of the run-
away slave. 41

By resituating North and South to account for its cosmopolitan dim-
ension, we have seen how slavery impacts the novel. In this alternate 
“North and South,” England is reimagined as part of a global community 
that links Lancashire to the American South. But it also evokes another 
geographic division, namely that between the American North and South. 
Paul Giles writes, “Division between the North and South of England, as 
represented in Gaskell’s novel, disconcertingly mirrored those between 
the northern and southern parts of the United States: on both sides of the 
Atlantic, the industrial north found itself pitted against the more tradi-
tional south.” 42 Northern England and New England were the centers of 
textile production in their respective countries. Southern England and 
the American South were associated with the landed gentry, large estates, 
and a “docile servant caste.” 43 In this context, Thornton’s description 
of “the aristocratic society down South” with its “slow days of careless 
ease” (NS, 82) sounds compellingly like an account of American plan-
tation life. 

Gaskell’s “Condition of England” novel begins to reproduce the condi-
tion of America, elevating to the geopolitical level the mutual dependence 
of the two nations and their inhabitants. In the nineteenth-century global 
economy, the domestic stability of England depended on the domestic sta-
bility of America. An interruption in cotton supplies caused by an Ameri-
can civil war and the abolition of slavery would be devastating to England, 
creating a ripple effect that would disrupt the manufacturing industry and 
trigger economic crisis. With the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, 
the confl ict over slavery in America became increasingly acrimonious. 44

Exacerbating already existing tensions between the slaveholding South 
and the free North, the Fugitive Slave Act forced slaves to seek asylum in 
Canada or England, and in the next ten years, as many as 20,000 slaves 
made this journey to sovereign British territories. 

During this period, the British public was increasingly exposed to the 
plight of American slaves through the publication of slave narratives. The 
slave narrative’s transatlantic popularity may seem surprising given its 
cultural specifi city, namely its setting in a distinctly American landscape 
and its focus on the particular horrors of American cotton-slavery. But we 
have seen how Britain, despite having abolished slavery, continued to fi nd 
itself politically and economically embroiled in the American slave ques-
tion—even recreating American internecine tensions. 45 Cohen’s argument 
about the transportability of sea fi ction could be applied to the slave nar-
rative, with its culturally resonant scenes of violence, adventure, and de-
graded labor. Cohen writes, “genres that travel must contain elements 
that can pass from national literary context to national literary context—
fl exibility and play, to negotiate cultural difference.” 46 The slave narrative 
becomes the ideal “traveling genre” in two senses. On the one hand, it 
could straddle (and collapse) cultural difference and thus, be adopted and 
adapted by writers across the Atlantic. On the other, it literally traveled 
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across the Atlantic, transported by ship and—often—in the guise of the 
actual fugitive slave. 

The most famous fugitive slave was Frederick Douglass, whose narra-
tive was fi rst published in America in 1845 and who fl ed immediately 
afterward to England, where he embarked on an extensive lecture tour of 
the country. Gaskell may have attended one of Douglass’s lectures during 
his tour of England from 1845 to 1847, and we know her close friends, 
Mary and William Howitt, hosted Douglass and his American abolitionist 
patron William Lloyd Garrison in their home, the Elms, in Clapton. 47

Frederick Hale’s story bears some striking resemblances to Frederick 
Douglass’s narrative, beginning with their shared fi rst name. Margaret’s 
memory of her brother “being in some great disgrace . . .  for stealing ap-
ples” (NS, 251) evokes a parallel Miltonic allusion in Douglass’s narrative 
of young slaves stealing apples from Colonel Lloyd’s garden. 48 In another 
parallel episode, Frederick Hale fi nds refuge in Cadiz, a port city in the 
heart of Moorish Spain, where he changes his surname in order to pre-
serve his anonymity. As Mrs. Hale points out to Margaret, “[Frederick] is 
not called Hale; you must remember that. . . .  Notice the F.D. in every cor-
ner of the letters. He has taken the name of Dickenson” (NS, 106, 108). 
Frederick Douglass likewise changes his name after fl eeing to the North, 
adopting “Douglass” to replace his given surname “Bailey.” 49 Indeed, 
Frederick Douglass and Frederick Hale-cum-Dickenson share not only 
the same fi rst name but also the same initials. 50

Yet the novel moves beyond such superfi cial connections as apples 
and initials to reveal a shared emphasis on seminal moments of violence 
and emancipation. Captain Reid recreates the horrors of slavery aboard 
his ship, and it is his fl ogging (and murder) of a fellow sailor that incites 
Frederick to rebel. Set against the historical background of the 1850s, 
with the heightened transatlantic traffi c of runaway slaves and slave nar-
ratives following the Fugitive Slave Act, his defi ance evokes the slave’s 
struggle against a tyrannical master. Later, bounty hunter and slave 
catcher converge in the character of Leonards, whose attempted arrest of 
Frederick at the train station can be read as a literalized enactment of the 
dangers of the underground railroad, as the fugitive is transported out of 
the country and into safety. 51 It seems no coincidence that both episodes 
are linked to vehicles: the ship and the train. Both offer Frederick a 
means of escape from England but also a means of connection to alter-
nate cultures. 

Frederick Hale’s cultural mobility manifests itself in his physical app-
earance, further linking him to a racialized other. Upon seeing her brother 
for the fi rst time in many years, Margaret describes Frederick as having 
“delicate features, redeemed from effeminacy by the swarthiness of his 
complexion, and his quick intensity of expression” (NS, 242). She con-
tinues, “His eyes were generally merry-looking, but at times they and his 
mouth so suddenly changed, and gave her such an idea of latent passion, 
that it almost made her afraid. . . .  [It was] the instantaneous ferocity of 
expression that comes over the countenances of all natives of wild or 
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southern countries” (NS, 243). Frederick’s time at sea and his “travels to 
Mexico, South America, and elsewhere” (NS, 245) have made him a cos-
mopolite; his nationality, race, and even gender have become indetermi-
nate. He now exhibits the unpredictability of the “natives,” at one moment 
docile, at another uncontrollable, suggesting an ontological as well as 
physical metamorphosis. 

Frederick’s cosmopolitanism, in turn, helps to explain his mutinous act-
ions aboard the ship. Mrs. Hale and Margaret vehemently defend Frederick, 
the former declaring, “I am prouder of Frederick standing up against injus-
tice, than if he had been simply a good offi cer” (NS, 109) and the latter agree-
ing, “Loyalty and obedience to wisdom and justice are fi ne; but it is still fi ner 
to defy arbitrary power, unjustly and cruelly used” (NS, 109). Frederick’s alle-
giances are not to his country but to something loftier—to universal ideals 
of justice untethered to any particular individual or nation. But as a result, 
Frederick becomes an enemy of the state and an “outlaw,” vilifi ed in newspa-
pers as a “traitor of the blackest dye” and “a base, ungrateful disgrace to his 
profession” (NS, 35). Mr. Hale explains to Margaret, 

it is necessary, of course, for government to take very stringent 
measures for the repression of offences against authority, more par-
ticularly in the navy, where a commanding offi cer needs to be sur-
rounded in his men’s eye with a vivid consciousness of all the power 
there is at home to back him, and take up his cause, and avenge any 
injuries offered to him, if need be. (NS, 203) 

The legal system, too, is rigged against him, for Frederick lacks access 
to witnesses and faces the bias of the maritime court. Frederick fi nds 
himself caught between his status as a British subject and his status as a 
cosmopolite—between his place at “home” and his place in the world. His 
exile and eventual renunciation of England suggests the impossibility 
of dual citizenship: once a citizen of all nations, Frederick becomes the 
citizen of none. 

One could argue for other points of connection between Frederick Hale 
and Frederick Douglass, but a more productive exercise might be to con-
sider why Gaskell appropriates the slave narrative in  North and South. On 
the stylistic level, the decision seems curious, for Frederick’s narrative is 
often clumsily introduced and integrated. Certain elements of the slave 
narrative are adopted (episodes of violent resistance and furtive fl ight) 
while others are elided (scenes of literacy). Yet the fragmentary and dis-
junctive quality to the slave narrative’s appearance suggests a kind of 
genre tectonics, a collision between two separate but adjacent genres. 
Thematically, we have seen how industrial, slave, and maritime discourse 
participate in a common language of oppression, a universal tongue spo-
ken by each constituent of the international textile trade. The appearance 
of the slave narrative in Gaskell’s industrial novel gestures toward a global 
literary, as well as commercial, community—one in which industrial novel, 
slave narrative, and maritime fi ction are internationally circulated and 
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metonymically aligned. Frederick’s liminal status, his ability to traverse 
national, social, and economic boundaries, also allows him to traverse 
generic boundaries. Earlier, he laments, “No one would read a pamphlet 
of self-justifi cation so long after the deed, even if I put one out” (NS, 254), 
but the novel allows him to access a contiguous “pamphlet” in the way he 
accesses contiguous cultures. 

The interpolation of the slave narrative reaffi rms the global reach of 
slavery, which underpins the novel on the economic and generic level. It 
also erodes Giles’s distinction between the work of an American slave 
narrator like Douglass and that of a British industrial novelist like Gaskell. 
Giles contends that “Douglass’s narratives render with a brutal literalism 
the corporate and corporeal strife that, in the case of English writers like 
Gaskell, is kept discreetly under wraps or sublimated metaphorically into 
harmonious, if unlikely, reconciliations.” 52 This is perhaps true in the case 
of Higgins and Thornton, who learn to break bread together, and Thorn-
ton and Margaret, who wed one another. But for Frederick the “corporate 
and corporeal strife” of his mutiny is never satisfactorily reconciled. At 
the end of the novel, he remains geographically estranged from his family 
and, despite Henry Lennox’s efforts, no closer to exonerating himself. 

Frederick’s failure to achieve harmonious closure has led Deidre David 
to conclude that Frederick “is a social exile by virtue of his immaturity 
and impetuosity—qualities which render him unfi t for life in modern 
England.”53 And Audrey Fisch reads his expulsion from the text—as well 
as his initial absence—as further confi rmation of slavery’s distortive eff-
ects on British domestic tranquility. 54 But perhaps there is an alternate 
reason for Frederick’s dissatisfying narrative end, one that has less to do 
with his bad attitude and propensity for violence than with his confl icted 
status in the world. At once a British citizen and cosmopolite, Frederick 
must negotiate two seemingly antagonistic identities. It is not his immatu-
rity or impetuosity that expels him from modern England but rather his 
inability to sublimate or reconcile this ontological divide. In depicting 
Frederick’s contested status, Gaskell brings to the forefront the problems 
of global citizenry in the last half of the nineteenth century. 

  The Return of the “Unnative”  

In one of his last letters to Margaret, Frederick passionately disavows his 
country, wishing he could “unnative himself” and declaring that “he would 
not take his pardon if it were offered him, nor live in the country if he had 
permission to do so” (NS, 335). The verb “unnative” (a unique infl ection of 
Gaskell’s, according to the Oxford English Dictionary) suggests the ability 
to shed one’s birthright, to nullify one’s ties to a particular locale or cul-
ture. Yet the desire is expressed in the subjunctive—“he wished he could 
unnative himself”—suggesting the impossibility of such a feat. It is 
the prerogative of Frederick’s native country, Britain, to bestow or revoke 
citizenship, leaving Frederick in a position of powerlessness. Mr. Hale tells 
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Margaret, “[The British authorities] spare no expense, they send out 
ships,—they scour the seas to lay hold of the offenders,—the lapse of years 
does not wash out the memory of the offence” (NS, 203). Frederick’s status 
as a British subject is as indelible a mark as his crime, resistant to the 
attenuating effects of distance and time. 

By marrying into a Spanish family, Frederick embraces an alternate na-
tional identity, one that must contend with his native British status. Neither 
fully British nor fully Spanish, Frederick occupies the ambiguous position 
of the cosmopolite, who is caught between all nations and none. His physi-
cal situation is correspondingly precarious, for at any moment, Frederick 
might be discovered in Cadiz and extradited. A presumed traitor in one 
country, he resides under a false name in another, jeopardizing his status in 
both nations. Frederick’s hybrid status particularly troubles Margaret, who 
notes “how far the idioms of his bride’s country were infecting him” (NS, 
335) and harbors suspicions that he has converted to Catholicism, the reli-
gion of his adoptive country. Frederick, she fears, is metamorphosing from 
Englishman to Spaniard. He has become “infected” and hispanicized, as if 
nationhood is a disease that crosses somatic boundaries. 

Margaret’s xenophobia is notable for its seeming inconsistency with 
her own cultural hybridity. Her mother criticizes her use of “horrid Milton 
words” and “factory slang” (NS, 233), to which Margaret replies, “Edith 
picked up all sorts of military slang from Captain Lennox, and aunt Shaw 
never took any notice of it” and “if I live in a factory town, I must speak 
factory language when I want it” (NS, 233). In both cases, however, the 
cosmopolitanism that is depicted does not threaten British nationalism. 
Margaret’s use of Northern dialect does not make her less British but more 
so. Similarly, Edith, though far from England, resides in a British Protec-
torate and adopts the language of British soldiers, not the foreign Corfi otes. 
Frederick’s cosmopolitanism, on the other hand, imperils national cohe-
sion. In Margaret’s mind, his linguistic hybridity is a sign of foreign 
corruption and “infect[ion],” a threat to a holistic British identity. 

Margaret’s ambivalence can be traced to the specifi cally racialized, 
transnational character of Frederick’s cosmopolitanism. Frederick, she 
had earlier observed, exhibits “the instantaneous ferocity of expression 
that comes over the countenances of all natives of wild or southern coun-
tries” (NS, 243). According to the Oxford English Dictionary, “native” here 
could refer to “a person born in bondage” (derived from the Latin nati-
vus), to “a member of an indigenous ethnic group,” or to “a black person 
of African origin or descent” in “Britain and the United States during the 
period of colonialism and slavery.” 55 Frederick’s cosmopolitanism exceeds 
linguistic or national boundaries. It portends, instead, a more transgres-
sive racial and ontological hybridity. Given the racial double meaning of 
“native,” Frederick’s subsequent wish to “unnative himself ” takes on addi-
tional complexity. Frederick rejects the bonds of Great Britain for the 
bonds of “wild or southern countries.” He disavows one native identity 
(white, British) for another (racialized, cosmopolitan). 56



The American Slave Narrative and the Victorian Novel110

“If I had a country, I would be a patriot,” Frederick Douglass had pro-
claimed in an 1847 speech, lamenting the plight of the slave, born into a 
nation that denies him citizenship yet treats him as a traitor. 57 Douglass, 
by virtue of his status as an African-American, is forced into a cosmopoli-
tan existence, and he appeals to the world community—Americans and 
Britons, alike—to recognize their shared humanity and to eradicate slav-
ery. 58 It is a cry renewed by W. E. B. Du Bois later in the century in his 
struggle to reconcile his Negro and American identities and to access a 
“kingdom of culture” that transcends race and nationhood. 59 Frederick 
Hale seeks refuge in this “Black Atlantic” space of hybrid culture and 
global community, a space of multiple nationalities and ethnicities that is 
inveterately linked to slavery and the black diaspora. His expressed desire 
to “unnative” himself anticipates the cry of nineteenth-century black 
cosmopolitanism, and his designation as a “traitor of the blackest dye” 
suggests a solidarity with the racial other. 

Frederick’s hybrid cosmopolitanism, however, has mixed consequences. 
Although he is valorized by his mother and sister, he is physically estranged 
from his family, criminalized by his country, and indirectly responsible for 
the hangings of his fellow sailors. He is placed in an ethical and ontologi-
cal bind, caught between ideals of justice and global citizenship on the one 
hand and his responsibility to his family, nation, and friends on the other. 
Frederick becomes a casualty of this rift, unable to reconcile his cosmo-
politan and his national identities and relegated, as a result, to the narra-
tive and geographic margins. In some ways, he is sacrifi ced for 
national stability and a safer, more localized brand of cosmopolitanism. 
Once Margaret accepts that Frederick is “lost to [her]” (NS, 373) and 
chooses not to follow him to Cadiz, she is able to “return[] to the present 
life” (NS, 401) and resolve more immediate domestic tensions. By expel-
ling Frederick from England, the novel can ensure the corporate and 
corporeal health of the nation. 

Given the novel’s privileging of national ties over global, it is interesting 
to consider Gaskell’s response to the American Civil War, perhaps the most 
famous battle between “North and South” of the nineteenth century. 
Although Gaskell’s novel was published six years before the war, we have 
seen how it refracted American internecine tensions through its geo-
graphic parallelism and its allusions to the international textile trade. This 
cat’s cradle of connections would become increasingly snarled with the 
outbreak of the war. As feared, the disruption of American cotton supplies 
plunged the British textile industry into economic crisis. The Confederacy 
had hoped such economic distress would prompt England to support their 
cause, but they were sorely disappointed. In Burton’s words, “Britain was 
not about to go to war on behalf of unemployed cotton workers, even if 
there were a quarter of a million of them.” 60 Still, Lancashire rallied 
around the American South, a fact Gaskell mentions in a letter to her 
friend, the American abolitionist Charles Eliot Norton: “You know I live in 
S. Lancashire where all personal & commercial intimacies are with the 
[American] South.” 61 Yet again, transatlantic alliances coalesced around 
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geographic lines, this time with the British North generally aligning itself 
with the American South and the British South aligning itself with the 
Union.62

Gaskell found herself caught in an ethical and ontological bind reminis-
cent of that experienced by Frederick Hale. Torn between her abolitionist 
sympathies and her concern for her fellow Mancunians, between her cos-
mopolitan ideals of freedom and her British allegiances, Gaskell appeals 
to Norton, “Take myself and Meta [Gaskell’s daughter] for average speci-
mens of English people,— most kindly disposed to you, our dear cousins, 
hating slavery intensely, but yet thoroughly  puzzled by what is now going 
on in America.” 63 Gaskell’s “puzzle[ment]” becomes a symptom of ontolog-
ical distress, a psychomachia that pits her commitment to her American 
“cousins” against her commitment to those at home. Yet even as she reit-
erates her hatred for slavery, Gaskell clings to the hope of peaceful recon-
ciliation. In a gingerly proffered suggestion, she writes, “I should have 
thought (I feel as if I were dancing among eggs) that separating yourselves 
from the South was like getting rid of a diseased member.” 64 Gaskell’s sup-
port of secession here takes on corporeal overtones, as if amputation is the 
only cure for the diseased American body. It evokes Margaret’s comment 
about Spanish idioms “infect[ing]” Frederick’s speech and suggests that 
for Gaskell, any threat to the national body is suspect and foreign. With 
this statement, Gaskell signals her own tentative privileging of the national 
over the global. She proposes an uneasy compromise that effectively con-
dones Southern secession and slavery in order to salvage the corporeal 
and corporate harmony of Britain and the American North. This compro-
mise would not ultimately come to pass, but it reveals Gaskell’s dream of 
reconciliation, one that sacrifi ced her commitment to abolition and to the 
ideal of hybrid cosmopolitanism for a more pragmatic and limited vision 
of British nationhood. 
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          In 1842, Dickens embarked on a tour of the United States, traveling as 
far south as Virginia, where he witnessed American slavery for the fi rst 

time. In his travelogue American Notes, published soon after his return to 
England, he recalls taking the train from Fredericksburg to Richmond: “In 
the negro car [of the train] . . .  were a mother and her children who had 
just been purchased; the husband and father being left behind with their 
old owner. The children cried the whole way, and the mother was misery’s 
picture.”1 Over the next several days, Dickens visited a tobacco manufac-
tury, “where the workmen were all slaves,” a plantation, where he “went 
down with the owner of the estate, to ‘the quarter,’ as that part of it in 
which the slaves live is called, [although] I was not invited to enter into 
any of their huts,” 2 and the town of Richmond, where slavery seemed to 
lurk in the “decay and gloom” of the streets. He observes that “there are 
laws against instructing slaves, of which the pains and penalties greatly 
exceed in their amount the fi nes imposed on those who maim and torture 
them,”3 and it is with great relief that he fi nally leaves Virginia and boards 
a steamboat back to Washington. Even then, slavery shadows him in the 
form of “two constables on board the steam-boat, in pursuit of runaway 
slaves.”4

Slavery sickened Dickens and underscored what he saw as the hypoc-
risy of America, a democracy in which African Americans were treated 
undemocratically. In  American Notes he inserts, toward the end of the nar-
rative, a codalike chapter devoted to slavery. The chapter is seemingly  out
of place, disrupting the chronological order of Dickens’s tour. Jerome 
Meckier reads this as a manifestation of the warping infl uence of slavery, 
and Sidney Moss sees in it a displacement of Dickens’s anger over interna-
tional copyright. 5 In fact, the chapter is not an account of Dickens’s eye-
witness experience but is, in large part, a reprinting of Theodore D. Weld’s 
antislavery pamphlet, American Slavery As It Is.6 Dickens lists several fugi-
tive slave advertisements and rages against public opinion, which he 
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blames for condoning the pursuit and recapture of runaway slaves. This 
chapter, as well as Dickens’s criticisms of American greed, corruption, and 
ill manners, led to an outcry among his American readers. Dickens 
responded by skewering American slavery and hypocrisy further in his 
novel Martin Chuzzlewit (1843–44), published immediately after  American
Notes. Patricia Ingham writes, “In South Carolina there was even an 
attempt to ban the circulation of [ American Notes] on the grounds that the 
treatment of slavery breached a law that forbade any white man to circu-
late in print or writing any paper intended ‘to disturb the peace and secu-
rity of slaves.’ ” 7 Frederick Douglass, speaking to a British audience in 
1846, urged them to “read the chapter on slavery in Dickens’s Notes on 
America” for proof of the American slave’s plight. 8 Two years later, Dickens 
returned the literary favor, recommending that Macready read a copy of 
Douglass’s narrative before his tour of America. 

During the 1850s, Dickens became interested less in exposing the hor-
ror of American slavery than in fi nding peaceable solutions to the prob-
lem. In the September 18, 1852 issue of Household Words, he contributed 
to an article entitled “North American Slavery.” 9 Arthur Adrian describes 
the essay as “less belligerent in tone and certainly less infl ammatory than 
the slavery chapter in American Notes.”10 It ends with a plea for the peace-
ful abolition of slavery through gradual emancipation, education, and 
eventually emigration to Liberia. 11 In a letter to Mrs. Edward Cropper 
from 1852, Dickens explains that he no longer wished to shock people 
with images of slavery or to be used as an abolitionist spokesman: 

If I wanted to exhibit myself on this subject [of slavery], I know per-
fectly well that a few pages of fi ery declamation in Household Words 
would make their way (wafted by the Anti-Slavery Societies) all over 
the civilised earth. But I want to help the wretched Slave. Now I am 
morally certain that when public attention has been called to him by 
pathetic pictures of his sufferings and by the representation in 
deservedly black colors of his oppressors, the way to save him, is, then
to step in with persuasion and argument and endeavor to reason with 
the holders, and shew them that it is best, even for themselves, to 
consider their duty of abolishing the system. 12

Dickens recognized the limits of “pathetic pictures” and betrays frus-
tration with the increasing intractability of the American confl ict. At the 
same time, he was redirecting his literary energies to issues of local and 
national reform, from sanitation to the abolition of capital punishment. It 
was during these years that Dickens wrote what Amanda Claybaugh 
describes as “his great novels of reform,” works that “tend[ed] to ridicule 
any attention to the world beyond the nation.” 13

Yet American slavery was both an intensely local and an intensely 
global confl ict. It was geographically specifi c, grounded in the American 
landscape and the internecine struggle between North and South. But it 
also resonated globally, transcending its American context to become an 
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issue of general humanitarian concern. In an 1854 letter to Mrs. Frances 
Colden, Dickens frets over “the Massachusetts Slavery Question, on which 
a great deal of importance to the whole world seems to hang.” 14 Dickens 
was referring to the seizure of Anthony Burns, a fugitive slave from Vir-
ginia who was returned to his master under the auspices of the Fugitive 
Slave Law of 1850. Burns’s 1854 trial in Boston was accompanied by wide-
spread riots and the declaration of martial law, and it reinvigorated the 
abolitionist cause while intensifying the animosity between the American 
North and South. Burns’s capture became a test case of state versus fed-
eral authority, of Massachusetts’ jurisdiction over runaway slaves versus 
federal legislation that dictated Burns be returned to his Virginian
owners. Yet Dickens also saw the episode as one of international urgency, 
signifi cant to the fate of “the whole world.” In the same letter, he writes, “It 
is sad to consider such a state of things. I know of nothing in the world 
presenting such a prodigious moral phenomenon, as the whole proceed-
ings of the last audacious seizure at Boston, in a country existing under 
the great declaration of Independence.” 15 Burns’s capture exceeds its local 
circumstances, becoming an indictment of national policy and a “moral” 
crisis of global proportion. 

Written on the eve of the American Civil War,  Great Expectations
appears a steadfastly national text, advocating social reform and chroni-
cling English provincial life. Yet its preoccupation with class divisions and 
connections is radically informed by the genre of American slave narra-
tive. Resituating the slave narrative in a British context, Dickens applies 
its generic paradigm to issues of class mobility, freedom, colonialism, lit-
eracy, and self-fashioning. The chronotope of the fugitive slave shapes the 
narrative, from the critical opening scene in which Pip collides with the 
literal fugitive, Magwitch, to Pip’s own journey from indentured appren-
tice to gentleman. The novel is organized around such scenes of incarcer-
ation, clandestine reading, violence, and illicit escape. It is at these 
moments that, according to Bakhtin, the “knots of narrative are tied and 
untied.”16 In the case of  Great Expectations, the more apt image might be 
of chains: the fugitive slave chronotope shows how events and characters 
are linked and unlinked. 

The image of chains evokes the novel’s obsession with metonymic 
connections. As Alex Woloch writes, the chain comes “to thematically 
signify contiguity itself” and “is rooted in the dynamics of subordination 
and distortion.” 17 The novel attempts to reconnect alienated labor (Mag-
witch) with the wealth it has produced (Pip and his inheritance), reveal-
ing the link between England and its criminal underclass. The privileging 
of metonymy in Great Expectations simultaneously recalls the metonymic 
network of slavery and its undergirding of British nation- and empire-
building.18 This network is inferred in the novel through the generic 
infl uence of the slave narrative but also through Magwitch’s identifi ca-
tion of his degraded status with slavery. Magwitch’s impoverished back-
ground, his economic exploitation, and his subsequent imprisonment 
and fl ight nativize the American slave experience to the British context. 
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Great Expectations employs the slave narrative to help structure what is 
ultimately a class narrative. 

Dickens, who had been a harsh critic of American slavery in the 1840s, 
was by the 1860s deeply skeptical of the American North’s commitment to 
abolition and of the wisdom of preserving the American union. This am-
bivalence, which he shared with fellow British authors such as Elizabeth 
Gaskell, may account for Dickens’s compulsive reimaginings of the fugi-
tive plot and his fi xation upon the complications of freedom. 

In Great Expectations, the slave narrative is absorbed, parodically styl-
ized, and revised, paralleling Dickens’s own attempts to integrate—and 
then escape—the fugitive plot. 

  Literacy, Mastery, Metonymy  

The organizing center of Great Expectations is Magwitch. Like Frederick 
Hale in North and South, he is peripheral to the narrative yet the device 
through which Dickens reveals the complex network in which his story 
takes place. And like Frederick, he introduces into the novel the chrono-
tope of the fugitive slave. From his fi rst appearance, he acts as a centripe-
tal force, drawing Pip into his orbit and subsequently infl uencing the rest 
of the events in the novel. As Bakhtin writes, “all the novel’s abstract ele-
ments—philosophical and social generalizations, ideas, analyses of cause 
and effect—gravitate towards the chronotope and through it take on fl esh 
and blood, permitting the imaging power of art to do its work.” 19 He is, to 
paraphrase Woloch, a  major “minor character,” socially, economically, and 
even geographically marginalized, yet central to the narrative plot. 

In Magwitch, we see a layering of the “social” contact zone of slavery 
and empire, and the textual contact zone of slave narrative. The fi rst 
bridges the novel and the larger world; the second bridges the novel and 
other genres. Yet Magwitch also represents a  narrative contact zone—what 
Bakhtin calls “character zone” and what Woloch calls “character-space.” 
“A character in a novel,” Bakhtin writes, “always has, as we have said, a 
zone of his own, his own sphere of infl uence on the authorial context sur-
rounding him, a sphere that extends—and often quite far—beyond the 
boundaries of the direct discourse allotted him.” 20 And Woloch describes 
“character-space” as “that particular and charged encounter between an 
individual human personality and a determined space and position within 
the narrative as a whole.” 21 In  Great Expectations, Magwitch’s character 
zone expands to include not just his own discourse and actions, but also 
those of Pip. 

But what, exactly, is the fugitive slave chronotope, and how does it 
manifest itself in the novel? Derived from the slave narrative, the fugitive 
slave chronotope is attached to experiences of suffering and violence, of 
familial and natal alienation, of unfreedom and terror, of the Hegelian 
struggle between master and slave. It attaches to artifacts such as chains, 
brands, irons, and whips. It structures life according to “fugitive-time,” or 
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pre- and post-emancipatory eras, and its teleology is toward freedom and 
rebirth. Its escape geography is the road, the swamp, the river, and the sea. 
Its escape vehicles are the ship and the train. It inhabits scenes of literacy 
and the struggle for knowledge. Above all, it is affi liated with pursuit, with 
geographic instability, with homelessness and the fear of capture. 

The fugitive slave chronotope is closely allied with the convict chrono-
tope, which enters the novel through the Newgate novel and convict nar-
rative. Where the two differ is in the former’s overwhelming emphasis on 
the fugitive status of the protagonist, with its corresponding need for con-
cealment and secrecy. As Jonathan Grossman points out, the Newgate 
novel centers on climactic trial scenes and the juridical context, scenes 
that are notably subordinated in Great Expectations.22 The novel’s climac-
tic scenes occur not when Magwitch is tried and found guilty, but rather 
when he is caught—the fi rst time on the marshes, the last time on the 
Thames. Nonetheless, there were many sympathetic resonances between 
the plight of the convict and that of the slave. In his study of the convict 
labor market, Stephen Nicholas writes that contemporary politicians saw 
colonial New South Wales as a slave society because of the brutality of the 
convict labor system and the limitations placed on freedom. 23 Some con-
victs even exploited such connections in modeling their narratives after 
slave narratives. In 1846, Linus Miller, an American convict, published 
Notes of an Exile to Van Dieman’s Land chronicling his transportation to 
present-day Tasmania. (Transportation to New South Wales had ended in 
1840 but continued to places like Van Dieman’s Land.) Cassandra Pybus 
writes, “By the time [Miller] returned to New York in 1846, an effective 
mode for his counter-response was readily apparent in the burgeoning 
genre of slave narratives, which were the Yankee abolitionists’ most effec-
tive weapon in the fi ercely combative debate over slavery.” 24 Convict nar-
ratives did not enjoy the widespread readership of slave narratives, 
appearing more often in local newspapers or in the form of short pam-
phlets.25 Matthew Mauger estimates that between 1787 and 1868, roughly 
sixty convict narratives were published. Compare this to the hundreds of 
slave narratives published in the same period, as catalogued by William 
H. Andrews. 

Great Expectations opens with Pip’s collision with Magwitch, a moment 
that mirrors the generic collision of slave narrative with what initially 
appears a fi ctional autobiography or bildungsroman. This literalized con-
tact zone, which has often been read as the novel’s primal scene, more 
accurately sets up the novel’s primal narrative. Peter Brooks writes, “What 
the novel chooses to present at its outset is precisely the search for a 
beginning. . . .  With Pip, Dickens begins as it were with a life which is for 
the moment precedent to plot, and indeed, necessarily in search of a 
plot.”26 That plot, it becomes clear, is provided by Magwitch. In a scene of 
narrative birth, Pip, forlorn among the tombstones, begins to cry, eliciting 
the attention of his “father-to-be.” Conscripted into the narrative by this 
“fearful man, all in coarse grey, with a great iron on his leg,” 27 Pip begins 
to parallel the fugitive’s ordeal, from his constant fear of exposure and 
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incarceration to his humorous description of the bread-and-butter “load 
upon my leg (which made me think afresh of the man with the load upon 
his leg)” (GE, 45). The narrative of the slave becomes the master narrative 
of the novel; Pip is conscripted into a narrative that itself details the prob-
lem of involuntary imprisonment. 

To underscore the radical appropriation of Pip’s narrative, Dickens has 
Magwitch fl ip Pip head over heels, literally enacting how Pip’s life is turned 
upside down: “[Magwitch] gave me a tremendous dip and roll, so that the 
church jumped over its own weather-cock. Then he held me by the arms, 
in an upright position on top of the stone, and went on in these fearful 
terms: ‘You bring me, to-morrow morning early, that fi le and them wittles” 
(GE, 38). Following this act of physical and epistemological destabiliza-
tion, Magwitch steadies Pip and indoctrinates him into his new narrative, 
one that comically mimics the act of religious conversion. When the 
church fi nally “came to itself,” Pip is called to the ministry—namely, the 
ministry of Magwitch, who is both fettered and starving. In this ironic 
revision of the spiritual narrative, Pip is converted not from nonbeliever to 
Christian, but from orphan to fugitive. From this moment, his mission is 
emancipation—his own, as well as Magwitch’s. 

Already, the slave narrative has bumped up against several contiguous 
genres—the autobiography, the bildungsroman, the spiritual narrative, 
even the ghost story. It litters the chapter with chronotopic artifacts—the 
leg iron, the fi le, chains. Through Magwitch, it triggers the fi rst, funda-
mental narrative event of the novel, and it situates that event in “marsh 
country, down by the river, within, as the river wound, twenty miles of sea” 
(GE, 35). It reappears, in comic incarnation, in a second collision, when 
Pip “ran head foremost into a party of soldiers with their muskets: one of 
whom held out a pair of handcuffs to me” (GE, 61). And it appears a third 
time, in the Hegelian struggle between Compeyson and Magwitch on the 
marshes, followed by their capture and return to the “black Hulk” (GE, 
71).

The slave narrative later emerges in Magwitch’s fi rst-person account of 
his life, which Pip describes as the “book of his remembrance” (GE, 364) 
and which emphasizes the contingent nature of his freedom. Facing Pip 
and Herbert, Magwitch begins, “ ‘Dear boy and Pip’s comrade. I am not a 
going fur to tell you my life, like a song or a story-book. But to give it you 
short and handy, I’ll put it at once into a mouthful of English. In jail and 
out of jail, in jail and out of jail, in jail and out of jail’ ” (GE, 360). Magwitch 
rejects the genre of song and storybook, with its fi ctionalized arc and fairy 
tale diction. Instead, he reduces his narrative to two eras: “in jail and out 
of jail,” preemancipation and postemancipation. His life is marked by 
natal alienation, geographic instability, violence, and haphazard literacy. 
“ ‘I’ve no more notion where I was born, than you have’ ” (GE, 360), he says, 
and “ ‘I’ve been carted here and carted there, and put out of this town and 
put out of that town, and stuck in the stocks, and whipped and worried 
and drove’ ” (GE, 360). He learns how to read from “a deserting soldier in 
a Traveller’s Rest” and how to write from a “traveling Giant” (GE, 361). 
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Magwitch’s identifi cation with the slave becomes explicit when he 
describes his relationship to Compeyson, the gentleman thief who takes 
Magwitch as his partner. “That man got me into such nets as made me his 
black slave,” he recounts. “I was always in debt to him, always under his 
thumb, always a working, always a getting into danger. He was younger 
than me, but he’d got craft, and he’d got learning, and he overmatched me 
fi ve hundred times told and no mercy” (GE, 364). Using the language of 
captivity, Magwitch describes his situation as one of physical entrapment 
and subjugation. Though he is not (at that moment) in jail, he is still 
unfree. Moreover, Compeyson exploits Magwitch’s labor through intellec-
tual as well as physical means. “He’d got learning,” Magwitch explains, 
and it is Compeyson’s access to formal education that doubly ensures 
Magwitch’s continued subjugation. 

Pip’s response to Magwitch’s story underscores the centrality of the 
fugitive plot, with its reordering of the world around the threat of pursuit 
and capture. “A new fear had been engendered in my mind by [Magwitch’s] 
narrative,” Pip reveals, “or rather, his narrative had given form and pur-
pose to the fear that was already there. If Compeyson were alive and 
should discover his return, I could hardly doubt the consequence . . .  that, 
any such man as that man had been described to be, would hesitate to 
release himself for good from a dreaded enemy by the same means of 
becoming an informer” (GE, 367). Pip is again conscripted into the teleol-
ogy of the slave narrative, with its quest for freedom and concomitant fear 
of capture. He internalizes and literalizes the fugitive plot; he dreams of 
“pursuers, going swiftly, silently, and surely, to take [Magwitch]” (GE, 
394), he is shadowed by Compeyson at Mr. Wopsle’s play, he is even cap-
tured and bound by Orlick. 

Together, they engineer Magwitch’s fi nal escape over the river Thames, 
which echoes Magwitch’s opening fl ight across the marshes and again em-
phasizes the geography of escape, across both land and sea. 28 Fugitive, 
captor, and escape vessel collide, as they did in  North and South with the 
fugitive Frederick Hale, the bounty hunter Leonards, and the train. In 
both cases, the captor perishes, though it is unclear whether or not it is by 
the fugitive’s hand. Magwitch tells Pip that “they had gone down, fi ercely 
locked in each other’s arms, and that there had been a struggle under 
water” (GE, 456). The struggle between Compeyson and Magwitch, which 
had begun on land, continues “under water,” traveling from one symbolic 
locus (the marshes) to another (the sea). Both are Hegelian struggles 
for mastery and freedom that occur at sites of what Daphne Brooks calls 
“fugitive liberation.” 29

The fugitive slave chronotope is associated, above all, with an ontology 
of freedom and unfreedom. Magwitch tells Pip: 

“If you knowed . . .  what it is to sit here alonger my dear boy and have 
my smoke, arter having been [concealed] day by day betwixt four 
walls, you’d envy me. But you don’t know what it is.” 

“I think I know the delights of freedom,” I answered. 
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“Ah,” said he, shaking his head gravely, “But you don’t know it equal 
to me. You must have been under lock and key, dear boy, to know it 
equal to me.”(GE, 447) 

In Magwitch’s articulation of fugitive-time, life is divided into moments 
spent in hiding “betwixt four walls” or imprisoned “under lock and key,” 
and moments that are not. Yet Magwitch is speaking not simply in physi-
cal terms. Fugitive-time is unrelenting and all-encompassing, altering the 
individual’s perceptual fi eld. Pip wonders, “perhaps freedom without dan-
ger was too much apart from all the habit of his existence to be to him 
what it would be to another man” (GE, 447). The fugitive slave chronotope 
has the ability to reshape everything from literacy to geography to ontol-
ogy. It conscripts others into its world and subsequently alters the very 
signifi cation of everyday objects and experiences. 

The fugitive slave chronotope, which fi rst enters the text through Mag-
witch, begins immediately to reorder the narrative of Pip’s life. Following 
the events of Magwitch’s arrest, Pip describes his nascent literacy and 
eventual apprenticeship to Joe, biographical facts that coalesce around 
the familiar contours of the slave narrative. In a lengthy scene with Joe in 
front of the hearth, the fugitive slave chronotope manifests itself in Pip’s 
struggle to read and write: 

I struggled through the alphabet as if it had been a bramble-bush; 
getting considerably worried and scratched by every letter. After that, 
I fell among those thieves, the nine fi gures, who seemed every evening 
to do something new to disguise themselves and baffl e recognition. 
But, at last I began, in a purblind groping way, to read, write, and 
cipher. (GE, 75) 

Pip’s literacy attempts are depicted as a pursuit through unfriendly 
terrain. They echo the recent chase through the marshes and also prefi g-
ure Magwitch’s account of being “carted here and carted there” and being 
“worried and drove” (GE, 360). Fugitive-time now invades even learning 
time.

Yet fugitive-time contains within it the very struggle for literacy. Free-
dom is affi liated with literacy, unfreedom with illiteracy. Likewise, literacy 
takes on fugitive overtones: it must take place in secret and is haunted by 
the fear of discovery. In the previous passage, the alphabet is fi gured as a 
bramble bush, the “nine fi gures” as thieves. They become obstacles that 
must be mastered and subdued before freedom is attained, and they echo 
Magwitch’s account of Compeyson’s tyranny: “He’d got craft, and he’d got 
learning, and he overmatched me fi ve hundred times told and no mercy” 
(GE, 364). The convergence of the fugitive experience with that of learning 
is further emphasized in Pip’s placing of “an alphabet on the hearth at my 
feet for reference” (GE, 75), as if writing requires the use of the legs as well 
as the hands. Composing a letter to Joe on his slate, Pip creates what he 
calls a “hilly” document that begins, “mI deer JO I hpE U r krWitE wEll” 
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(GE, 75). Orthography intersects with topography, as Pip’s letter visually 
represents the arduous journey toward literacy. 

Joe’s illiteracy also orients itself around the fugitive slave chronotope, 
as he recounts a childhood fi lled by his father’s “hammering” (GE, 76) and 
his mother’s “drudging and slaving” (GE, 79–80): “My mother and me we 
ran away from my father, several times  . . .  and [my mother would] put me 
in school. . . .  And then [my father] took us home and hammered us. Which, 
you see . . .  were a drawback on my learning” (GE, 76–77). The association 
of learning with escape and insubordination prompts Joe to warn Pip, 
“Mrs. Joe mustn’t see too much of what we’re up to. [Reading and writing] 
must be done, as I may say, on the sly. And why on the sly? I’ll tell you why, 
Pip. . . .  Your sister is given to government.  . . .  Which I meantersay the 
government of you and myself” (GE, 79). Borrowing the slave narrative’s 
trope of literacy as resistance, Joe articulates the fear of slave owners 
everywhere—that literacy will “spoil” a slave and make him ungovernable. 
In a passage that echoes Lady Ludlow’s fear of working-class literacy, Joe 
tells Pip, “[Mrs. Joe] an’t over partial to having scholars on the premises 
[ . . .  ] and in partickler would not be over partial to my being a scholar, for 
fear as I might rise. Like a sort of rebel, don’t you see?” (GE, 79). Mrs. Joe 
is a “master-mind” (GE, 79–80), and Joe, by extension, is a “fugitive-mind,” 
a fact that may partially account for his sympathy for the actual fugitive, 
Magwitch, whom he deems a “poor miserable fellow-creatur” (GE, 71). 

The fugitive-slave chronotope reorders the life of Mrs. Joe, as well. She 
is comically depicted as a paternalistic tyrant, who brings Joe and Pip up 
“by hand” and “do drop down upon [them] heavy” (GE, 79) with her pol-
ished cane, the Tickler. Brooks distinguishes this plotline, which he calls 
the “naterally wicious/bringing up by hand” plot, from that of Magwitch, 
which he calls the “communion with the convict/criminal deviance” plot. 30

But like the literacy plot, the “bringing up by hand” plot intersects with the 
fugitive plot. Mrs. Joe may terrorize the household, acting as a “Buster” 
and “Mo-gul” (GE, 79), but she also characterizes herself as “a slave with 
her apron never off (GE, 53) and asks “Joe why he hadn’t married a Negress 
Slave at once?” (GE, 126). This collection of images becomes a parodic 
manifestation of the slave narrative, with the language of mastery and 
slavery bridging the criminal world of Magwitch to the domestic world of 
Mrs. Joe. Her disapproval of learning, her disciplinary government, her 
complaints of forced servitude can be read as an expansion of Magwitch’s 
own character-zone and “sphere of infl uence.” 

Their two worlds likewise collide in literal fashion, through the broken 
leg-iron that Orlick uses to subdue Mrs. Joe. An artifact of Magwitch’s 
escape, the leg-iron is a metonymic extension of the fugitive. Pip immedi-
ately identifi es it as “the iron I had seen and heard [Magwitch] fi ling at, on 
the marshes—but my mind did not accuse him of having put it to its latest 
use” (GE, 148). The link (literal and fi gurative) between Magwitch and 
Mrs. Joe is not one of assailant and victim, but of victim and victim; their 
relationship is based not on hierarchy, but contiguity. Her assault is the 
result of a power struggle not with Magwitch, but with Orlick, and it is 
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provoked by the question of who is the “master” (GE, 141). Overhearing 
Joe give Orlick a half-holiday, Mrs. Joe cries, “I wish  I were [Orlick’s] mas-
ter” (GE, 141), to which Orlick retorts, “You’d be everybody’s master, if 
you durst” (GE, 141). This question of mastery is only settled with another 
Hegelian struggle, this one between Joe and Orlick. 

Orlick’s retaliation upon Mrs. Joe is a continuation of this struggle for 
mastery, and it reverses the trajectory toward literacy and freedom that Pip 
had begun. Subordinated and severely injured, Mrs. Joe regresses 
to an almost prelinguistic state. This is poignantly depicted when Pip 
attempts to interpret Mrs. Joe’s scrawl on his slate. What Pip fi rst interprets 
as the letter “T” is not a letter at all, or the fi rst letter of a word like “tar,” 
“toast,” or “tub.” Words detach themselves from their corresponding image, 
creating a signifying rupture. Mrs. Joe, instead, draws a pictogram; the “T” 
is really a “sign [that] looked like a hammer” (GE, 150). From this discov-
ery, Pip moves along the metaphorical axis, fi rst bringing an actual ham-
mer, then items that look like a hammer, such as a crutch, “the shape being 
much the same” (GE, 151). Yet, as Biddy soon fi gures out, Mrs. Joe is signi-
fying not metaphorically, but metonymically: “She had lost [Orlick’s] name, 
and could only signify him by his hammer” (GE, 151). When Orlick appears 
at her bedside, she has “the bearing of a child towards a hard master” (GE, 
151). Stripped of literacy, Mrs. Joe regresses from master to victim. 

Even as Mrs. Joe loses certain powers of literacy, however, she retains 
her grasp of metonymic connection. The leg-iron that metonymically rep-
resents Magwitch is linked to the hammer that metonymically represents 
Orlick. Both are instruments of physical suppression, but both are also 
instruments of knowledge suppression. Mrs. Joe draws a hammer on a 
slate, summoning up Joe’s tale of paternal “hammering” that leads to his 
own illiteracy. It likewise evokes Pip’s passage toward literacy, with letters 
and numbers, instead of chains, becoming impediments to unencumbered 
fl ight. It evokes yet a third image, that of “the old Battery out on the 
marshes” (GE, 137), a “place of study” for Joe and Pip, where “a broken 
slate and a short piece of slate pencil were our educational implements” 
(GE, 137). A former emplacement to guard London from attack, the Bat-
tery serves here as shelter for the illicit acts of reading and writing. 31

The durability of the metonymic axis contrasts with the relative fl imsi-
ness of the metaphoric axis. Woloch describes the over-saturation of meta-
phor that characterizes the Miss Havisham plotline: “In Satis House, 
physical objects are metaphors, designed to signify not through their phys-
ical contiguity but through the similarity of their connotations . . .  Satis 
House catalyzes Pip’s own mode of metaphoric apprehension, and the 
text soon begins to generate typical, romantic metaphors.” 32 He points to 
Estella’s criticism of Pip, which “turns on the metaphoric signifi cance of 
Pip’s own hands and boots,” and describes Pip’s susceptibility to overmeta-
phorization. The fairy-tale plot competes with the fugitive plot in Pip’s nar-
rative and appears to dominate his self-perception for most of the novel. 

Yet the fugitive plot does not recede completely, despite Pip’s attempts 
to suppress it. Instead, it enters Pip’s narrative in parodic guise, contributing 
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to the tragicomic tone of his story. After the introduction of the Satis 
House plotline, Dickens reshapes the fugitive slave chronotope to create a 
space for criticism—criticism of Pip’s metaphorical extravagance, but crit-
icism, too, of the genre of slave narrative. 

  Parodic Revision  

“The novel parodies other genres (precisely in their role as genres),” 
Bakhtin writes. “It exposes the conventionality of their forms and their 
language.”33 He fi nds particularly rich examples of this in the English 
comic novel, from those of Fielding and Smollett to those of Thackeray 
and Dickens. “In the English comic novel,” he writes, “we fi nd a comic-
parodic re-processing of almost all the levels of literary language, both 
conversational and written, that were current at the time.” 34 Analyzing 
several passages from Little Dorrit, Bakhtin demonstrates Dickens’s 
parodic stylization of parliamentary discourse, epic language, and legal 
jargon. Dickens, he argues, creates an authorial distance from the language 
he parodies: “he steps back and objectifi es it, forcing his own intentions to 
refract and diffuse themselves through the medium of this common view 
that has become embodied in language (a view that is always superfi cial 
and frequently hypocritical).” 35

In Great Expectations, Dickens employs parodic stylization of the slave 
narrative, especially as it obtains to Pip. While Dickens applies the fugitive 
slave chronotope to Magwitch, Joe, and Mrs. Joe to arouse pity or sympa-
thy, he applies it to Pip primarily for comic or ironic purposes. Pip becomes 
what Bakhtin calls a “parodic double”—not a chronotope of the fugitive 
slave but a parody of the slave narrative genre. 36 When Pip slips his bread-
and-butter down his pants and thinks of “the man with the load on his leg” 
(GE, 45), or when he runs into the arms of a soldier brandishing hand-
cuffs, his actions provoke more laughter than sympathy. Such moments 
are increasingly ironized after Pip is introduced to Estella, revealing the 
tension between the fairy-tale plot and the fugitive plot. 

One such moment occurs when Pip gazes at the sails on the river and 
begins to interpret them as emblems of his romantic quest: 

It was pleasant and quiet, out there with the sails on the river passing 
beyond the earthwork. . . .  Whenever I watched the vessels standing 
out to sea with their white sails spread, I somehow thought of Miss 
Havisham and Estella, and whenever the light struck aslant, afar off, 
upon a cloud or sail or green hill-side or water-line, it was just the 
same.—Miss Havisham and Estella and the strange house and the 
strange life appeared to have something to do with everything that 
was picturesque. (GE, 137) 

Pip imbues the “white sails” with metaphoric qualities: they are unat-
tainable, they are vestal, they are ghostly, and they are linked, in his mind, 
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to Miss Havisham and Estella. Gazing at the ships, Pip is moved to cry out 
to Biddy, “ ‘I want to be a gentleman  . . .  I am not at all happy as I am. I am 
disgusted with my calling and with my life. I have never taken to either, 
since I was bound’ ” (GE, 154). In contrast to his own “bound” status, the 
sails appear unencumbered and free. 

The above passage appears a fairly straightforward case of what Woloch 
calls “the oversignifi cation of landscape,” 37 with its evocation of romantic 
longing. What has not been noticed is the passage’s parodic stylization of 
a scene from Douglass’s Narrative. Pip watches the sails from the marshes 
and the Battery, sites of fugitive fl ight and of literacy. His vantage point 
echoes that of Douglass, who describes his own youthful longing for free-
dom while surveying the ships on the Chesapeake. “Our house stood 
within a few rods of the Chesapeake Bay, whose broad bosom was ever 
white with sails from every quarter of the habitable globe,” Douglass 
writes. “Those beautiful vessels, robed in purest white, so delightful to the 
eye of freemen, were to me so many shrouded ghosts, to terrify and tor-
ment me with thoughts of my wretched condition.” 38 For Douglass, the 
white sails are not simply icons of unattainability, purity, and ghostliness; 
they are potential escape vehicles that may ferry the slave to freedom. He 
is moved to “pour out [his] soul’s complaint, in [his] rude way, with an 
apostrophe to the moving multitude of ships:—‘You are loosed from your 
moorings, and are free; I am fast in my chains, and am a slave.’ ” 39 Pip’s 
prospect of the sails and his complaint to Biddy become parodic styliza-
tions of Douglass’s ontological despair. 

This passage in Great Expectations is at once a comparison of white 
indentured servitude to black slavery and a criticism of that very compar-
ison. Earlier, Pip describes the signing of his indentures at the Town Hall, 
an experience that evokes the carceral background of the fugitive plot and 
the historical tendency to fi nd commonality between the plight of the ap-
prentice and the plight of the slave. Hilary Beckles describes the situation 
of the white indentured servant in the West Indies as a form of “proto-
slavery,” 40 and Aaron S. Fogleman categorizes slaves, convicts, and inden-
tured servants as the unfree. 41 As a child, Frederick Douglass mingles with 
the poor white children of his neighborhood who, like Pip, are indentured 
apprentices. Douglass identifi es one major difference, however: “You will 
be free as soon as you are twenty-one,” he tells them, “ but I am a slave for 
life.”42 Despite this, Pip’s life continues its “comic-parodic reprocessing” of 
Douglass’s narrative. Pip is roughly the same age as Douglass when he fi rst 
becomes disenchanted with his plight and tormented over his degraded 
condition; he too begins to “hunger for information” and horde “intellec-
tual crumbs” (GE, 137) and to contemplate running away by “[going] for 
a soldier or sailor” (GE, 135). 43

Dickens parodies the slave narrative genre in order to expose Pip’s own 
hypocrisy. In the way he integrates high epic style to mock public percep-
tion of Merdle in Little Dorrit, he integrates the language of the slave nar-
rative to mock Pip’s perception of himself. 44 Pip fancies himself a slave, 
and he clumsily reprocesses the most superfi cial conventions of the slave 
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narrative; yet these very moments are suffused with irony. Pip’s appren-
ticeship to Joe is far from enslavement, and prior to his seduction by 
Estella and the fairy-tale plot, he believes the forge to be “the glowing road 
to manhood and independence” (GE, 134). Pip’s extravagant self-pity and 
overblown images of his plight create an ironic-parodic distance between 
his narrative persona (who recognizes his youthful absurdity) and his 
character persona (who does not). 

This ironic-parodic distance arises a second time soon after the signing 
of Pip’s indentures, and it is again triggered by his misguided fascination 
with Estella. Pip begins in his narrative persona: “What I wanted, who can 
say? How can I say, when I never knew?” (GE, 136). Pip then transitions 
into his childhood persona: 

What I dreaded was that in some unlucky hour I, being at my grimiest 
and commonest, should lift up my eyes and see Estella looking in at 
one of the wooden windows of the forge. I was haunted by the fear 
that she would, sooner or later, fi nd me out, with a black face and 
hands, doing the coarsest part of my work, and would exult over me 
and despise me. (GE, 136) 

This passage employs “hybrid construction,” defi ned by Bakhtin as “an 
utterance that belongs, by its grammatical (syntactic) and compositional 
markers, to a single speaker, but that actually contains mixed within it two 
utterances, two speech manners, two styles, two ‘languages,’ two semantic 
and axiological belief systems.” 45 It begins in the autobiographical or con-
fessional register, displaying the adult Pip’s self-recrimination. It slides 
into a second register, that of the child Pip, whose hypocrisy and ingrati-
tude are revealed through the comic-parodic reprocessing of the slave nar-
rative.

The forge is transformed into a prison and Pip into an inmate, the sub-
ject of Estella’s carceral gaze. Pip’s shame is further augmented by his 
“black face and hands,” an image that turns Pip into a clownlike fi gure, a 
blackface blacksmith. By revealing Pip’s sensitivity to phenotype—he is 
not black, but he looks black—Pip is turned into a racial parody. The young 
Pip may imagine himself mocked by Estella, but it is the adult Pip who, 
from his retrospective vantage point, mocks his former self. Pip has never 
truly been enslaved, but his preoccupation with the superfi cial markers of 
degradation—the coarse clothing, the darkened skin—demonstrate his 
willingness to “play” a certain role, one that indulges his childish and over-
blown perceptions of his plight. The scene recalls his susceptibility to over-
metaphorization, from his conviction that the coarseness of his hands and 
thickness of his boots is linked to the coarseness and thickness of his mind, 
to his belief that the white sails on the Thames are avatars of Miss Hav-
isham and Estella. The blackness of his face and hands, Pip imagines, are 
signs that he is black. 46

With his “emancipation” (GE, 173) from his indentures, Pip moves 
from one parodic guise to another, mimicking the manners and lifestyle of 
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a gentleman. To borrow—and pervert—Frederick Douglass’s famous 
phrase, we have seen how a man was made a “slave”; now we shall see how 
a slave was made a (gentle)man. Pip narrates, 

I had got on so fast of late, that I had even started a boy in boots—top 
boots—in bondage and slavery to whom I might have been said to 
pass my days. For, after I had made the monster (out of the refuse of 
my washerwoman’s family) and had clothed him with a blue coat, 
canary waistcoat, white cravat, creamy breeches, and the boots 
already mentioned, I had to fi nd him a little to do and a great deal to 
eat; and with both of those horrible requirements he haunted my exis-
tence. (GE, 240) 

In a scene reminiscent of Thackeray’s send-up of the servant Morgan in 
Pendennis, Pip escapes enslavement only to enslave (or be enslaved by) 
another. The passage’s allusion to Mary Shelley’s  Frankenstein supports the 
novel’s preoccupation with failed parent-child relations. 47 But it also her-
alds back to the image of Pip, with black face and hands, in the forge, who 
becomes a monster of his own creation. In another form of racial parody, 
Pip creates a kind of blackface dandy, a boy “in bondage and slavery” who 
mimics, in vulgar fashion, the dress (and eventually the leisurely life) of a 
gentleman. This Anglicized Zip Coon, with his fl ashy clothes and imperti-
nent manner, becomes a further indictment of Pip and his pretensions. 

The return of Magwitch reorients the novel to the fugitive plot, but 
along with the novel’s other plotlines, it ultimately surrenders to what 
Brooks has called “the generalized breakdown of plots.” 48 Magwitch dies 
in jail, and Pip nearly dies as well after being arrested for debt. The fairy-
tale plot disintegrates with Magwitch’s reappearance, Estella’s betrothal 
to Bentley Drummle, and Miss Havisham’s death. The marriage plot too 
evades Pip, as Biddy marries Joe and Pip is left unwed and childless. In the 
feverish dreams that haunt Pip after Magwitch’s death, Pip struggles to 
extract himself from the narrative edifi ce. He is a “brick in the house wall” 
who “entreat[s] to be released from the giddy place where the builders had 
sent me” (GE, 471); he is a “steel beam of a vast machine” that he wishes 
to have stopped, and his part “hammered off ” (GE, 472). Pip, as Brooks 
describes it, wishes to “escape from plot” 49—even the fugitive plot, the plot 
that has radically reordered his life. On the metanarratival level, Pip is a 
fugitive from plot. 

The incorporation, parodic revision, and eventual failure of the fugitive 
plot raises the question of whether Dickens shares his narrator’s critical 
distance from the slave narrative. The fugitive plot is so unyielding and so 
systemic that it threatens to destroy its protagonists in its “vast machine.” 
The violence that haunts the novel—from Magwitch’s battle with Compey-
son, to Orlick’s assault of Mrs. Joe, to Orlick’s attempted murder of Pip—
challenges the ethical paradigm set up by the slave narrative. Can slavery 
and injustice best be resolved by blind resistance or by running away? And 
are “the delights of freedom” worth their human cost? 
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The novel offers an alternative through the fi gure of Joe, who while 
comically suffering under Mrs. Joe’s “government,” manages to break the 
cycle of violence that had begun in his childhood. Nursing Pip at the end of 
the novel, he muses, “ ‘I done what I could to keep you and Tickler in sun-
ders, but . . .  if I put myself in opposition to [Mrs. Joe] but that she dropped 
into you always heavier for it’ ” (GE, 478). Resistance only exacerbates Mrs. 
Joe’s wrath and multiplies the punitive consequences for Pip. As a result, 
Joe chooses accommodation over blatant “opposition,” pacifi sm and non-
violent resistance over overt rebellion. He tolerates “minor” injustices—the 
abuse of Pip and his own self at the hands of Mrs. Joe—to preserve some-
thing much more important: domestic stability. Joe’s own childhood is 
marked by itinerancy and insecurity, and it is partially to erase this legacy 
that Joe refuses to run away or to rebel. Given Joe’s convictions, his wife’s 
domestic “government” is worth enduring, for the alternative—domestic 
unrest and a fractured household—is too great a price to pay. 

Yet quietly, on the very margins of the plot, Joe manages to achieve his 
own narrative success, marrying Biddy and learning to read and write. 
Partly this testifi es to Pip’s self-absorption and preoccupation with his 
own narrative “plots,” but it also testifi es to Joe’s quiet revision of the fu-
gitive plot. Joe does not rise against Mrs. Joe; nor does he attempt escape. 
Instead, he subscribes to gradual, peaceable change. His acquisition of 
literacy occurs “off the page,” away from Pip’s gaze, invoking a trope of 
the slave narrative in order to adapt it. Watching Joe compose a letter to 
Biddy, Pip describes how he “choos[es] a pen from the pen-tray as if it 
were chest of large tools, and tuck[s] up his sleeves as if he were going to 
wield a crowbar or sledgehammer” (GE, 474). The scene recalls Mrs. Joe’s 
pictogram of a hammer on Pip’s slate and Joe’s own “hammering” by his 
father. The two images converge in this scene, as the act of writing and the 
act of hammering become one and the same. Joe peacefully resolves the 
tension between literacy and suppression. Pip observes, “Occasionally, he 
was tripped up by some orthographical stumbling-block”—an image that 
evokes Pip’s childhood struggle through the alphabet—“but on the whole 
he got on very well indeed” (GE, 474). 

Joe has written, or “hammered,” his way to narrative freedom. In the 
wake of “the generalized breakdown of plots,” as Pip desperately dreams of 
being “hammered off ” the vast narrative machine, Joe has already success-
fully done so, detaching himself from an overly prescriptive plot and emerg-
ing in Pip’s dreams as the sole model of stability: “there was an extraordinary 
tendency in all these people [in my dreams], sooner or later, to settle down 
into the likeness of Joe” (GE, 472). In Great Expectations, Dickens incorpo-
rates the fugitive slave chronotope, parodically stylizes it, and fi nally cri-
tiques its conventionality, paralleling the slave narrative’s historical 
trajectory from new and engaging literary genre to one whose popularity 
and conventionality made it ripe for satire. Despite Magwitch’s sympathetic 
embodiment of the fugitive slave chronotope and Pip’s comic-parodic one, 
it is ultimately Joe who revises the fugitive plot in favor of nonviolence and 
domestic harmony and who enjoys the greatest narrative success. 
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Dickens’s reworkings of the fugitive plot in Great Expectations take on 
additional signifi cance when situated against the American Civil War, a 
domestic confl ict that threatened to consume the nation with violence. 
Serial installments of Great Expectations frequently appeared beside arti-
cles on the America slave situation in All the Year Round. For example, the 
December 29, 1860 number, which recounts Pip’s fi rst visit to Satis House 
(chapter 8 in volume form), appears immediately before an article on 
“Black Weather in the South,” an account of American slavery that 
describes the cruel public whipping of a slave girl. And the February 16, 
1861 number, which chronicles the “end of the fi rst stage of Pip’s expecta-
tions” (chapter 19 in volume form), appears immediately before an article 
on slave labor in South Carolina. This is in addition to many other articles 
about America, from “American snake stories” to “A Scene in the Cotton 
Country” to “American Cotton,” all of which included depictions of Amer-
ican slaves. Also appearing concurrently with Great Expectations in  All the 
Year Round was Gaskell’s “The Grey Woman,” published in January 1861 
and revealing its own reworking of the fugitive plots of Harriet Jacobs and 
of William and Ellen Craft. The plight of the American slave, like the fugi-
tive plot in Great Expectations, was becoming culturally inescapable, even 
on the pages of Dickens’s magazine. 

Yet Dickens stubbornly resisted ascribing the American Civil War to the 
confl ict over slavery, instead questioning Northern motives and accusing 
the Union of hypocrisy. In a letter to W. F. De Cerjat dated 16 March 1862, 
he writes: 

I take the facts of the American slave quarrel to stand thus. Slavery 
has in reality nothing on earth to do with it. . . .  Every reasonable 
person may know, if willing, that the North hates the Negro, and that 
until it was convenient to make a pretence that sympathy with him 
was the cause of the War, it hated the abolitionists and derided them 
up hill and down dale. 50

Dickens accuses the North of adopting the role of “generous or chival-
rous” rescuer who is preoccupied with the emancipation of the American 
slave. Even the government, it turns out, rehearses the fugitive plot. 
Dickens, however, attributes the war not to the struggle over slavery but to 
a dispute over money. The unscrupulous North, he writes, has “taxed the 
South most abominably for its own advantage.” 51 Two articles appearing 
in Household Words in December of 1861, one entitled “American Disunion” 
and the other, “The Morrill Tariff,” come to the same conclusion. Neither 
is signed by Dickens, but Arthur Adrian looks to them as confi rmation of 
Dickens’s deeply ambivalent feelings toward the war. 52 The former article 
vilifi es slavery but favors the secession of Southern states over the preser-
vation of the Union. The latter article deems the Civil War “solely a fi scal 
quarrel” rather than a struggle for slave emancipation. 

Dickens was not alone in his distrust of the North. Douglas Lorimer 
describes how some British observers became so disillusioned with the 
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Union’s refusal to come out against slavery that they threw their support 
behind the South, believing that abolition stood a better chance in a 
seceded, independent Confederacy than in the Union. Furthermore, 
British loyalties to the Confederacy or Union did not fall neatly along lines 
of politics, class, or region. Lorimer writes, “Englishmen of a broad range 
of social backgrounds and political viewpoints found it diffi cult to support 
a war fought for union and not freedom.” 53 Even the British and Foreign 
Anti-Slavery Society maintained a neutral stance in the American Civil 
War, endorsing the North only after Lincoln signed the Emancipation 
Proclamation in January 1863, explicitly naming slavery one of the causes 
of the war. 

The passage of the Emancipation Proclamation, however, did little to 
assuage Dickens’s suspicion of the North. On 6 January 1863, he wrote to 
Captain Elisha Morgan, 

And you think the [American] south will come back [to the Union], 
within the winter and spring?—May I whisper (at this distance from 
Fort Lafayette), that I don’t? I wish to God, for the interests of the 
whole human race, that the War were ended. But I don’t see that end 
to it, no, not anything like that end, with my best spectacles. 54

A few months later, with the passage of the First Conscription Act, 
Dickens persisted in his belief that the North would fail in its bid to pre-
serve the Union. Writing to Frederick Lehmann, who had just returned 
from America and who was certain the North would prevail, Dickens 
vowed, “I can not believe that the Conscription will do otherwise than fail, 
and wreck the War. I feel convinced, indeed, that the War will be shattered 
by want of Northern soldiers.” 55 His prediction, of course, proved false, yet 
stubborn as always, Dickens continued to question the integrity of Northern 
motives, even as the War turned increasingly in the North’s favor. 

While Dickens’s irritation with the North, as well as his refusal to see 
slavery as central to the Civil War, could be signs of his growing conserva-
tism, it may also refl ect his exhaustion with fugitive plots in general. 56

From tearing out Douglass’s frontispiece and sending his Narrative to 
Macready, to incorporating scenes from the  Narrative in  Great Expecta-
tions, Dickens had cycled through every possible role in relation to the 
slave narrative: reader, editor, publisher, writer, parodist, and critic. The 
shift in Dickens’s role can be seen as a barometer of the slave narrative’s 
increasing infl uence in the literary marketplace. As a reader, Dickens saw 
the genre as abolitionist propaganda that effectively exposed the plight of 
the American slave. As an editor and publisher, he marketed the genre to 
friends with abolitionist sympathies. As a writer, he began to mine the 
genre for its narrative structure and chronotopes. As a parodist, he iro-
nized and exaggerated those narrative conventions. And as a critic, he 
revised and subsequently rejected the fugitive plot. The slave narrative’s 
rise from ephemera to cultural artifact leads Dickens to treat the genre 
with correspondingly greater care: what had been clumsily defaced and 
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easily loaned is now institutionalized and memorialized in his fi ction. 
Great Expectations becomes a fi tting conclusion to the trajectory of the 
slave narrative’s infl uence on the Victorian novel, for in it, the slave narra-
tive achieves cultural saturation. The fugitive plot is transformed into the 
master plot of the novel. 
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          In 1863, President Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, an 
executive order that conferred freedom to slaves in the Confederate 

States of America. Nearly three years later, the Thirteenth Amendment, 
prohibiting slavery throughout the nation, was offi cially ratifi ed. 1 It was a 
moment of triumph for British and American abolitionists, who saw the 
culmination of several decades of fi erce protest. For the emancipated 
American slaves, however, the struggle for equality was just beginning. 
After the initial optimism that attended the end of the American Civil War, 
the country now faced the diffi cult task of Reconstruction. The Freedmen’s 
Bureau (offi cially the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen, and Abandoned 
Lands) was founded in 1865 to supervise the resettlement of emancipated 
slaves. It provided food, housing, medical care, and legal aid, and also 
established more than 4,000 schools, thereby beginning to undo centuries 
of opposition to African American education. In 1868, the Fourteenth 
Amendment was passed, overturning the Dred Scott case of 1856 and 
granting citizenship to African Americans. Two years later, the Fifteenth 
Amendment extended to African Americans the right to vote. Despite the 
passage of these laws, freedmen continued to battle widespread racism 
and economic exploitation. Southern states instituted Jim Crow laws that 
effectively disenfranchised black voters and mandated racial segregation, 
and the sharecropping system that replaced slavery ensured that former 
slaves remained impoverished and oppressed. 

For American abolitionists, the failure of Reconstruction to integrate 
freedmen fully into the postbellum social order led to a renewed call for 
support. In 1875, Frederick Douglass attended a reunion meeting of Phila-
delphia abolitionists and exhorted them to mobilize once again. Yet, as 
James McPherson notes, “Most of the original abolitionists were too old to 
start up the machinery of organized agitation again”; 2 many, too, were 
disheartened by the “sordid materialism of the Gilded Age” 3 and feared 
that the age of moral conviction and heroism had passed. In England, only 
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the British and Foreign Anti-Slavery Society continued to operate into the 
1870s, but its energies were now focused on the suppression of the slave 
trade in Africa (where England had extended its imperialist reach), as well 
as the “the struggles for abolition in Brazil and Cuba, slave-trading in 
Polynesia, and the traffi c in indentured labour all round the world.” 4 The 
Royal Navy continued to police the seas for slavers, but domestic concerns 
over labor reform and Irish home rule began to take over the national 
consciousness. As the nation entered the 1860s and beyond, Lorimer 
describes a shift in British racial attitudes, away from the humanitarian 
views of the early antislavery movement to a more hardened racist ideol-
ogy linked to the new fi eld of ethnic anthropology. 5 The Morant Bay Rebel-
lion of 1865, which began with an uprising of black Jamaican settlers and 
ended with the declaration of martial law and execution of the rebel 
George William Gordon by Governor Edward John Eyre, was further proof 
of the hazards of the postemancipatory era. 6

With the dissipation or redirection of abolitionist sentiment, the slave 
narrative declined in popularity on both sides of the Atlantic. The slave 
narrative, however, did not disappear entirely. William L. Andrews and 
Frances Smith Foster estimate that between the Civil War and the Great 
Depression, at least fi fty more slave narratives were published, the most 
famous of which was Booker T. Washington’s  Up From Slavery, published 
in 1901. 7 In contrast to the antebellum narratives, postbellum slave narra-
tives dwelt less on the horrors of slavery, instead emphasizing racial uplift 
and success. Stripped of one of its defi ning characteristics—the call for 
abolition—the slave narrative reshaped itself into a more anodyne form. 8

The “classic phase” of the slave narrative may have passed, but the 
genre would appear in its antebellum guise at least one more time in a 
work of Victorian fi ction. In 1885, Robert Louis Stevenson and his Ameri-
can wife Fanny Van De Grift Stevenson published a collection of stories 
called The Dynamiter. Set against the Fenian dynamite bombings in London 
of the early 1880s, The Dynamiter is comprised of several “as-told-to” nar-
ratives, among them the “Story of the Fair Cuban.” A fanciful, exoticized 
version of a slave narrative, the “Story of the Fair Cuban” has generally 
been dismissed as the mediocre work of Fanny Stevenson and subse-
quently ignored in any holistic analysis of the work. Yet the story repeat-
edly emphasizes England’s vaunted role in the global eradication of slavery, 
recalling a national mythology that by the mid-1880s was under increas-
ing attack by Irish nationalists. Formerly the world’s antislavery “police-
men,” England was now forced to police her own cities to fend off internal 
threats to cohesive nationhood. Read against the history of abolition and 
transatlantic reform, The Story of the Fair Cuban exposes England’s dwin-
dling moral authority in the late-Victorian period. 

In her introduction to the Tusitala edition, Fanny Stevenson describes 
The Dynamiter’s inception during a stay in Hyères, France in 1883. The 
chronically ill Louis, having developed sciatica, hemorrhage, and “conta-
gious Egyptian ophthalmia,” lay convalescing for months in his bedroom. 
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Forbidden to read, speak, or even move, he enlisted his wife’s help to pass 
the time. Fanny Stevenson writes, “I was to go out for an hour’s walk every 
afternoon . . .  and to invent a story to repeat when I came in—a sort of 
Arabian Nights Entertainment where I was to take the part of Schehe-
razade and he the sultan.” 9 In addition to claiming sole authorship for 
“The Destroying Angel” (a Mormon tale) and “The Fair Cuban,” Fanny 
claims to have devised the “impotent dynamite intrigue as the thread to 
string my stories on.” 10 Once Louis had fully recovered, Fanny’s stories 
were forgotten until a few years later when, desperate for money, the cou-
ple “set to work to write out what we could remember of [the stories]. We 
could recall only enough to make a rather thin book, so my husband added 
one more to the list, The Explosive Bomb.”11 Marketed as a sequel to Louis’s 
earlier collection of stories, New Arabian Nights (1882),  The Dynamiter
also went under the title, More New Arabian Nights. In Fanny’s words, the 
collection sold well enough to “replenish[ ] our depleted bank account” 
and “was as well received as we could have hoped.” 12

The Dynamiter’s dual authorship has led to a blinkered analysis of the 
work, with critics choosing to focus only on those parts that can be attrib-
uted to Louis—namely, everything but the  Story of the Destroying Angel and 
the Story of the Fair Cuban. Alan Sandison, for example, pointedly ignores 
the two stories in his reading of The Dynamiter as a burlesqued detective 
tale and proto-Modernist attack of Realism. Yet Fanny Stevenson’s contri-
butions, when read against Zero’s Tale of the Explosive Bomb, as well as the 
frame narrative as a whole, testify to England’s increasingly tenuous 
authority in the world community. Unlike the other narratives in the collec-
tion, which take place in various London drawing rooms and a cigar divan, 
Fanny’s stories take place on foreign soil—in America and in Cuba. Adding 
a dose of transatlantic exoticism to the bourgeois frame narrative, Fanny’s 
stories simultaneously critique English earnestness and quixoticism. 

The Dynamiter opens with the  Prologue of the Cigar Divan, in which 
three feckless young Englishmen named Challoner, Somerset, and Des-
borough meet at a cigar shop in Soho owned by a Thomas Godall (a dis-
guised Prince Florizel from the New Arabian Nights). Bored, broke, and 
described by Somerset as “three futiles,” 13 the men vow to become ama-
teur detectives and to seek adventure in the London streets, after which 
they plan to reconvene at the cigar shop to share their stories. The fi rst 
man to encounter adventure is Challoner, who glimpses a woman fl eeing 
from a smoking building and eagerly offers his aid. The woman gives her 
background in The Story of the Destroying Angel, an absurd tale that depicts 
her as the only daughter of Mormon missionaries in Utah who are mur-
dered by Brigham Young. The woman, who claims her name is Asenath 
Fonblanque, is sent to England, where she is watched by Mormon spies 
and set to marry the Mormon mad scientist Dr. Grierson, when his botched 
experiments cause a house explosion from which Miss Fonblanque fl ees. 
Challoner “thrill[s] to every incident” (69) of her narrative and is enlisted 
to help in her escape, only to discover later that Miss Fonblanque is a 
Fenian dynamite bomber. This same Miss Fonblanque, now going under 
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the name Teresa Valdevia, subsequently dupes Desborough, who believes 
her to be a Cuban runaway slave, the mulatta daughter of a Scottish-born 
father and slave mother. In  The Story of the Fair Cuban, Teresa describes 
her father as a prominent plantation owner who, after her mother’s death, 
becomes bankrupt and faces selling his daughter to repay his creditors. 
Before he dies, he buries a hoard of jewels in the swamp, which Teresa 
retrieves and brings with her as she fl ees to England. Wary of Cuban spies, 
Teresa asks Desborough’s help in smuggling the jewels, now packed in a 
brown box, out of the country. The box actually contains a bomb, which 
detonates prematurely and exposes Teresa as no runaway slave but covert 
terrorist.

While The Destroying Angel probably derives from Fanny Stevenson’s 
experiences in Mormon country, liberally embellished to exploit popular 
fears of religious cultism, The Fair Cuban relies most heavily on the famil-
iar framework of the American slave narrative. To be sure, the story is set 
in Cuba, not America, but this appears a strategic decision based on the 
fact that Cuba and Brazil were the only two nations who had yet to abolish 
slavery in 1885, when The Dynamiter was published. Of course the island 
also provides an exotic locale against which to set a story of jewel theft and 
“Hoodoo” sorcery, elements Fanny Stevenson added to the basic slave nar-
rative structure to create a kind of literary pastiche. The result is what 
Robert Kiely calls a tale of “adolescent sensationalism” 14 that combines the 
most provocative details of its constitutive genres: stolen gems, violence, 
erotic display, murder. Particularly vulnerable to such narrative lures is 
Desborough, a youth who is “neither rich, nor witty, nor successful” and 
who, as a result, is immediately seduced by Teresa Valdevia’s foreign 
appearance, her Spanish-infl ected speech, and her mysterious past life. 

Teresa’s supposed identity as a runaway slave becomes the seminal 
“hook” to her story, the secret Desborough “accidentally” exposes in his 
initial fl irtation with Teresa on the terrace of his house. After sharing her 
Cuban tobacco with the kind “Se ñor,” Teresa sorrowfully recalls her “dear 
home, dear Cuba!” to which she will “never . . .  ah, never, in Heaven’s 
name” return (186). “Are you then resident for life in England?” Desborough 
innocently asks, but Teresa gives the cryptic answer, “‘You ask too much, 
for you ask more than I know’” (186). Captivated, Desborough purchases 
for her “a little book” written in Spanish, but Teresa, with a series of well-
timed blushes, reveals that she had deceived Desborough: “ ‘Spanish is, of 
course, my native tongue,’ she says, ‘[but] how shall I confess to you the 
truth—the humiliating truth—that I cannot read?’ ” (189). Desborough’s 
response is incredulous: “ ‘Read?’ repeated Harry. ‘You!’ ” (189). Teresa’s 
sophisticated manner, as well as the whiteness of her skin, which “gleam[s]” 
(184) through her lace mantilla, belie the fact of her illiteracy. But betrayed 
by this marker of slave status, Teresa fi nds herself compelled to “tell 
[Desborough] without disguise the story of my life” (189), a statement that 
recalls the testimonials of “unvarnished” truth-telling accompanying 
the slave narratives of William Wells Brown, Solomon Northup, James 
Williams, and others. 
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Claiming a mixed racial heritage typical of many slave narrators, Teresa 
invokes the trope of the tragic mulatta who is forced, by her black blood, 
to confront the insidious legacy of slavery. With the opening caveat, “I am 
not what I seem,” Teresa describes a lineage “from grandees of Spain” and 
“the Patriot Bruce” on her father’s side, and from a “line of [African] kings” 
on her mother’s (191). Despite this illustrious pedigree, Teresa learns that 
her “mother was a slave” (198) and that it was her father’s design “to sail 
to the free land of Britain, where the law would suffer me to marry her: a 
design too long procrastinated; for death, at the last moment, intervened” 
(196). Facing fi nancial ruin, Se ñor Valdevia fi nds he cannot even emanci-
pate his own daughter. He tells her, “ ‘You are a chattel; a marketable thing; 
and worth—heavens, that I should say such words!—worth money. Do you 
begin to see? If I were to give you freedom, I should defraud my creditors; 
the manumission would be certainly annulled; you would be still a slave, 
and I a criminal’ ”(197). From enjoying the life of a plantation mistress, 
Teresa now endures the degradation of slavery. Madame Mendizabal—
herself a former slave freed by marriage to an English nobleman—assesses 
Teresa with malevolent glee, informing her, “ ‘I should take a pleasure  . . . 
in bringing you acquainted with a whip’” (194). And Caulder, one of 
Señor Valdevia’s creditors, coarsely evaluates Teresa’s physical attributes, 
asking, “‘Is your hair all your own?’” and then testing it as if she were “a 
horse” (204). 

With her father’s death and the subsequent sale of his estate, Teresa 
must seek the protection of Sir George Greville, owner of an English yacht 
docked on the north side of the island. Her passage to freedom crosses 
through swamp country, that traditional “site of protection and subter-
fuge” for the runaway slave. Daphne A. Brooks has noted that “swamp 
lands posed both a threat to and an opportunity for the resourceful 
fugitive,”15 thrusting the slave into an inhospitable environment while 
simultaneously providing necessary refuge from white pursuers. Here, the 
Cuban swamp is overrun with tropical vegetation, wild animals, and 
insects, and it proves literally toxic to those with white blood. Se ñor Valde-
via succumbs to tropical fever soon after concealing his jewels deep within 
the jungle. Similarly, Caulder, guided by Teresa to the hiding spot, is over-
come with nausea and hallucinations and quickly dies. Teresa, on the 
other hand, is protected by “the black blood that [she] now knew to circu-
late in [her] veins” (200). Although the swamp is “inimical to [white] life” 
(214), it provides a space for black sedition and emancipation. It is to the 
swamp that Teresa lures the ignorant Caulder, exploiting his greed for the 
jewels and deceiving him with her counterfeit loyalty. And it is in the 
swamp where Caulder “breathe[d] his last” and where Teresa fi nally “knew 
that [she] was free” (214). Taking the jewels, as well as Caulder’s pocket-
book and revolver, Teresa “resolve[s] rather to die than to be captured” and 
“set[s] forward towards the north,” running, in her case, not to Canada but
to the north coast of the island (214). 

The swamp, however, is also the locus of Hoodoo ritual for Negro slaves 
under the spell of the sorceress, Madame Mendizabal. Teresa’s sinister 
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double, Madame Mendizabal represents the emancipated slave gone awry. 
Señor Valdevia recalls, 

Twenty years ago, [Madame Mendizabal] was the loveliest of slaves; 
to-day she is what you see her—prematurely old, disgraced by the 
practice of every vice and every nefarious industry, but free, rich, mar-
ried, they say, to some reputable man, whom may Heaven assist! and 
exercising among her ancient mates, the slaves of Cuba, an infl uence 
as unbounded as its reason is mysterious. (195) 

A mulatta like Teresa, but one who exploits her liminal position to 
incite her African followers to mutiny and human sacrifi ce, Madame 
Mendizabal becomes the high priestess of a de facto maroon community. 
Unlike Teresa, the runaway slaves under Madame Mendizabel’s power do 
not seek to emerge from the swamp. Instead they cling to the rites of a 
primitive, precarceral past, establishing a renegade presence in the heart of 
the wilderness. Rejecting this alternate slave community, Teresa describes 
the Hoodoo spectacle as “barbarous” and “bloody” and calls the worshipers 
“a mob of cannibals” (219). Her epistemological and racial alienation 
reaches a peak when she witnesses Madame Mendizabal about to sacrifi ce 
a slave girl. Teresa’s involuntary scream occurs almost simultaneously with 
a freak tornado that conveniently kills Madame Mendizabal, destroys the 
Hoodoo chapel, and safely expels Teresa from the swamp. With this mete-
orological deus ex machina, Teresa avoids the fate of other runaway slaves, 
who escape white domination only to submit to black witchcraft. 

But perhaps the most cunning manipulation of the slave narrative occurs 
in Teresa’s invocation of English national superiority. Teresa repeatedly 
insists that “a slave . . .  is safe in England” (231) and that England is “the 
natural home of the escaped slave” (228). In so doing, she perpetuates a 
myth of British moral preeminence that was a common feature in Ameri-
can slave narratives from the late eighteenth to mid-nineteenth century. 
Although implicated in West Indian slavery and a major player in the 
transatlantic slave trade, Britain enjoyed a reputation, according to Frances 
Smith Foster, as a “more enlightened and hospitable country than the 
United States.” 16 Foster writes that “when Parliament abolished slavery in 
Britain and all British colonies in 1833, the pro-British fl avor of the narra-
tives became even more pronounced.” 17 In paying homage to Britain’s 
antislavery attitudes, slave narrators understood that “many Americans 
still deferred to Great Britain as a model for cultural and social living.” 18

Moreover, after the passage of the Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, Britain was 
one of the few safe havens from recapture and repatriation. Even though 
her story takes place in the 1880s, well after the glory days of British anti-
slavery, Teresa taps into this powerful history in charting her own escape. 
She chooses to make the longer trip to “Old England,” even though Sir 
Greville’s yacht briefl y docks in New Orleans, where slavery had been 
abolished for some twenty years. It is England, as much as freedom, that 
composes Teresa’s narrative  telos.
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Of course, Teresa, we learn, is no runaway slave but a criminal named 
Clare Luxmore, who “was never nearer Cuba than Penzance” (346). Yet 
she successfully appropriates the conventions of the slave narrative, from 
the scenes of physical degradation, to the fl ight northward through swamp-
land, to the repeated glorifi cation of England. Her opportunistic use of 
these generic features is a testament to the slave narrative’s cultural dura-
bility in the years after the American Civil War, but it simultaneously con-
fi rms the political demise of the genre. From an abolitionist vehicle that 
promised rare access to “the heart of the poor slave,” 19 the slave narrative 
had now achieved such cultural saturation that it had become, in effect, a 
cliché. Clare Luxmore may not know the Cuban landscape and may not 
possess a drop of African blood, but this does not prevent her from parlay-
ing the familiar tropes of the slave narrative to “pass” as a runaway slave. 20

Never mind that her guise frequently slips or that her narrative inclines 
toward the absurd; that she claims to be illiterate but then describes how 
she “drew out Mr. Caulder’s pocket-book and turned to the page on which 
the dying man had scrawled his testament” and cries, “How shall I describe 
the agony of happiness and remorse with which I read it!” (229). 21 The
Story of the Fair Cuban becomes a parody of the slave narrative, as ridicu-
lous and exaggerated as the frame narrative as a whole. 

Desborough’s willful blindness to the inconsistencies in Clare Luxmore’s 
story becomes an indictment of British national vanity. If we look at the 
scenes that precede and follow The Story of the Fair Cuban, we see that 
Clare seduces Desborough by fl attering his English character. “English 
gentlemen,” Clare claims, “could be fast friends, respectful, honest friends; 
could be companions, comforters, if the need arose, or champions, and 
yet never encroach” (187). They are mythological heroes she has “heard of 
since my childhood” (187) and “longed to meet” (187), guardians of moral-
ity and arbiters of justice. Clare lauds everything from English “aplomb” 
(188) (which she contrasts to her Cuban manner, which is “too constrained, 
too cold” [184]) to the English language (which she describes as an 
“expressive tongue” [185]) to the English chivalric tradition. In a rhap-
sodic ode to the country, she cries, 

But here, in free England—oh, glorious liberty! . . .  here there are no 
fetters; here the woman may dare to be herself entirely, and the men, 
the chivalrous men—is it not written on the very shield of your nation, 
honi soit?22 Ah, it is hard for me to learn, hard for me to dare to be 
myself. You must not judge me yet awhile; I shall end by conquering 
this stiffness, I shall end by growing English. (185) 

She praises Desborough’s “national seriousness of bearing” (187) and 
appeals to his protection from Cuban spies, whom she claims seek her 
extradition for jewel theft. 23 Desborough, for his part, swells with patriot-
ism and gallantry. “‘Count upon me,’” he tells her “with bewildered fer-
vour” (234). He seeks out and reads every book on Cuba he can fi nd. He 
asks himself, “What should he do, to be more worthy? by what devotion, 
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call down the notice of these eyes to so terrene a being as himself?” (235). 
So ardent is he in his desire to “protect Teresa with his life” that he begins 
to shadow her every move, prompting her to tease him, “ ‘Do I understand 
that you follow me, Se ñor? . . .  Are these the manners of the English gen-
tleman?’ ” (236). 

Desborough becomes a model not of English cultural preeminence, but 
of English futility, a “knight-errant” who inspires amusement rather than 
respect. In another example of his bumbling, if well-meaning, efforts, 
Desborough spies a strange man visiting Clare and, imagining him to be a 
“Cuban emissary” (235) in disguise, attempts to scare him off. When he 
reports the exchange to Clare, she responds, “ ‘Don Quixote, Don Quixote, 
have you again been tilting against windmills? . . .  how you must have ter-
rifi ed [my solicitor’s clerk]’ ” (239). As a vigilante policeman and detective, 
Desborough proves more hindrance than help to Clare. Moreover, this 
self-appointed guardian to a runaway slave is in fact the unwitting accom-
plice to a traitor and terrorist. Instructed by Clare to deliver the brown box 
to an Irish packet steamer, Desborough dutifully complies, ignoring the 
“delicate ticking” (243) that emanates from the container. When the plans 
suddenly change and Clare orders Desborough to retrieve the ticking box, 
he takes advantage of the situation to “display his strength” (245) and carry 
the box on his shoulders. Only when the bomb explodes with more of a 
whimper than a bang does Desborough realize he is no hero but a patsy. 
Instead of defending England’s jurisdiction from Cuban spies, Desborough 
has in fact undermined national security by abetting Fenian conspirators. 

The movement for Irish independence had taken a particularly violent 
turn in the second half of the nineteenth century, as members of the Irish 
Republican Brotherhood and sister groups like the Irish-American Clan a 
Gael fomented rebellion against the British state. In 1867, in an attempt to 
liberate Irish Republican Brotherhood member Richard Burke, Fenian 
sympathizers detonated two hundred pounds of gunpowder at Clerken-
well Prison in London, decimating an entire neighborhood, killing twelve 
people, and injuring at least one hundred and twenty others. The vast 
physical destruction refl ected a shattered sense of national security. The 
British felt themselves under siege, but instead of battling a foreign adver-
sary, they were battling insurgents from within. As K. R. M. Short writes, 
“The Englishman in his castle ‘knew’ he had much to fear from the Irish-
man at his gate but much more so from the Irishman within the gate.” 24 In 
1882, the public was again shocked when the Irish National Invincibles, 
an extremist group that had broken off from the Irish Republican Broth-
erhood, murdered Lord Frederick Cavendish and Thomas Henry Burke, 
the Chief Secretary and Permanent Under Secretary for Ireland. The grue-
some and audacious nature of the murders—Cavendish and Burke were 
stabbed as they crossed Phoenix Park in Dublin—earned the public con-
demnation of Irish nationalist leader Charles Stewart Parnell and even the 
disapproval of some Fenian sympathizers. 

With technological advances in dynamite in the 1870s, radical Irish 
nationalists discovered a new, potent weapon for their anticolonial 
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campaign. As Sarah McLemore writes, “it was [now] possible to build a 
bomb which would cause a massive explosion and could be manufactured, 
transported, and placed with relative ease and security.” 25

While the Irish Republican Brotherhood eventually disavowed the use 
of dynamite bombs, questioning their benefi ts given public outrage, col-
lateral damage, and potential reprisals against Irish citizens, Irish-American 
Fenian groups saw in dynamite terror an effective means of forcing 
British withdrawal from Ireland. In Short’s words, “London was to be 
held to ransom.” 26 Beginning in 1881, Irish-American Fenians bombed 
the Tower of London, Westminster Palace, London Bridge, and Scotland 
Yard, as well as sites in major British cities such as Liverpool and Glasgow. 
Unlike anarchist and Russian revolutionary groups, which used dynamite 
to target specifi c individuals, Irish-American Fenians generally directed 
their attacks against cultural and political symbols of English power. As 
Zero tells Somerset in The Dynamiter, “You might, perhaps, expect us to 
attack the Queen, the sinister Gladstone, the rigid Derby, or the dexterous 
Granville; but there you would be in error” (158). The Fenians instead 
aimed for a more generalized, even democratic, brand of terror, one that 
touched both the loftiest government offi cial and the humblest British 
citizen. In the case of Zero’s Tale of the Explosive Bomb, the (parodied) 
target is an effi gy of Shakespeare in Leicester Square, chosen because the 
playwright is “claimed as a glory by the English race” (160). To destroy a 
statue of Shakespeare would be to assault Englishness itself, to take on 
the nation’s sacred cow. Zero gloats, “Guilty England would thus be 
stabbed in the most delicate quarters” (160) and the nation’s corporate 
health crippled. 

According to Fanny Stevenson, The Dynamiter is based on “several 
dynamite outrages in London about this time, the most of them turning 
out fi ascos.” 27 She was almost certainly referring to the dynamite attacks 
perpetrated by Clan a Gael members James Gilbert Cunningham and 
Henry Burton. In December of 1884, Cunningham smuggled into the coun-
try a brown Saratoga trunk—the probable inspiration for Desborough’s 
brown box—fi lled with sixty pounds of dynamite. Burton, who had bombed 
London railway stations earlier that year, arrived in Liverpool a short time 
after and subsequently took rooms in a London boarding house, from 
which he planned the attacks. On January 2, 1885, Cunningham launched 
his fi rst dynamite attack, targeting a train on the Metropolitan Line. Next 
was a coordinated attack on the Tower of London and House of Commons 
on January 24. Cunningham, concealing a bomb under a large overcoat, 
slipped into the Tower with some tourists and deposited the device in the 
Banqueting Room. Meanwhile, two other bombers, one possibly dressed 
as a woman to conceal the explosives under a skirt, entered Westminster 
Hall and separated, one heading for the Crypt and the other for the Bar of 
the House. At 2:00 P.M., the Tower bomb exploded, but Short writes that 
Cunningham had “either misjudged the amount of time required to make 
his exit or the fuse prematurely detonated” and was detained at the gates. 
Short continues, 
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At about 2:10 pm, a woman in the Crypt cried out, “I think one of your 
mats is on fi re.” Constable Cole, seeing that it was in fact a smoking 
parcel, grabbed it and made a dash up the stairs for Westminster Hall 
but it exploded before he reached the top. At the sound of the blast the 
constable in the Chamber of the House [Constable Cox] left his post, 
and the second bomb was dropped into the chamber with a short 
fuse; minutes later it exploded causing extensive damage. 28

The two bombers escaped safely, but Burton was arrested soon after, 
having been identifi ed as a colleague of Cunningham’s by a London detec-
tive. In May of 1885, Cunningham and Burton went to trial, were found 
guilty, and were sentenced to life imprisonment. Constable Cole was pro-
moted to sergeant and given the Albert Medal for Lifesaving, named in 
memory of the Prince Consort. 29

Cunningham and Burton are likely the inspiration for Zero, or “the 
man in a sealskin coat,” the self-professed “dynamiter” who assembles 
bombs and seeks “the fall of England, the massacre of thousands, the yell 
of fear and execration” (156). Clare Luxmore and Patrick M’Guire are his 
confederates, who execute Zero’s plans, sometimes to humorous effect. In 
the course of The Dynamiter, they are revealed to be “three futiles” to rival 
Somerset, Challoner, and Desborough, as inept in their dynamiting as the 
three Englishmen are in their detecting. But beneath the Stevensons’ wry 
treatment of the dynamite bombers and the English gentlemen is a serious 
indictment of what I will call “vigilante nationalism.” Whether it is an 
Irish nationalist planting bombs to liberate “green Erin” or an English 
citizen playing “knight-errant” to Mormon maiden or Cuban fugitive slave, 
such acts do not promote Irish or English nationalism so much as parody 
it. The only true heroes—and patriots—are the unnamed policemen who 
periodically appear in the narrative, their suspicions awakened by “un-
guarded trunks” (104), as in the Narrative of the Spirited Old Lady, or by 
the nervous behavior of dynamite bombers, as in Zero’s Tale of the Explo-
sive Bomb. In a tribute to these unsung guardians of national security, the 
Stevensons specifi cally dedicated  The Dynamiter to “Messrs. Cole and Cox, 
Police Offi cers,” the constables on duty at the Tower of London and West-
minster Palace bombings, both of whom were injured in their efforts to 
protect the public. “Courage and devotion, so common in the ranks of the 
police, so little recognised, so meagrely rewarded, have at length found 
their commemoration in an historical act” (6), they write. 

In praising Cole and Cox, however, the Stevensons simultaneously crit-
icize the ineffectuality of the nation’s offi cial representatives, politicians 
such as Gladstone and Parnell, who, they believe, lack the moral courage 
and integrity to lead the country both abroad and at home. They conclude 
The Dynamiter’s dedication with the damning statement, “History, which 
will represent Mr. Parnell sitting silent under the appeal of Mr. Forster, 
and Gordon setting forth upon his tragic enterprise, will not forget 
Mr. Cole carrying the dynamite in his defenceless hands, nor Mr. Cox com-
ing coolly to his aid” (6). Louis was an outspoken critic of Gladstone, the 
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British Prime Minister whose reluctance to send aid to General Charles 
Gordon in the Battle of Khartoum (1884–85) led to the British expulsion 
from Sudan and General Gordon’s death by beheading. Louis was likewise 
critical of Charles Stewart Parnell, the Irish M.P. with reputed ties to the 
Irish Republican Brotherhood who clashed with William Edward Forster 
over the Coercion Bill of 1881, which gave the Irish government the right 
to arrest and imprison suspected conspirators without trial. Together, 
these men jeopardized Britain’s international and domestic authority, 
leading the loyal imperialist and Unionist Louis to lament that “England 
stands before the world dripping with blood and daubed with dishon-
our.” 30 In this postheroic age, Louis writes in a letter, “Police-Offi cer Cole 
is the only man I see to admire. I dedicate my New Arabs [ The Dynamiter]
to him and Cox in default of other great public characters.” 31

Within  The Dynamiter, the Stevensons lambasts the British govern-
ment most directly in Zero’s Tale of the Explosive Bomb, making clear that 
while leaders like Gladstone may occasionally thwart dynamite plots, their 
success is more a factor of Fenian ineptitude than government compe-
tence. According to Zero, some “chicken-souled [Fenian] conspirators” 
(160) inform government authorities of a possible attack on Leicester 
Square, with the result that the “Government had craftily fi lled the place 
with minions” (161). M’Guire, who has been dispatched to set the bomb 
(concealed, pointedly, in a Gladstone bag), panics, embarking on a ludi-
crous tour of London in which he attempts to save himself by foisting the 
ticking bomb on a small child, a woman, and a cabdriver before fl inging 
the bag into a river, where it harmlessly explodes underwater. Louis pokes 
fun at M’Guire’s dubious morality, as his lofty nationalist ideals give way 
to base self interest. Yet M’Guire’s actions only mirror that of the “Machia-
vellian Gladstone” (160), who may superfi cially defend the public against 
terrorist attack, but who, in Louis’s mind, enables such activity by accom-
modating Irish nationalists like Parnell. Such wavering moral authority 
places Gladstone on the same level as the cowardly M’Guire. The two are 
complicit in threatening national stability, and in fact, work in concert 
with each other. A Fenian turncoat tips off the government; the govern-
ment provides cover for Fenian activity; both parties are morally stained 
by the “collaboration.” 32

Louis’s preoccupation with England’s public humiliation and “dishon-
our” and what he saw as the government’s lack of moral integrity takes on 
added poignancy when read through The Story of the Fair Cuban. Desbor-
ough’s eagerness to help Teresa Valdevia and his embrace of the English 
chivalric ideal hearken back to a period in which “great public characters” 
were possible, when England’s position as global antislavery policeman 
refl ected its sense of moral and political integrity. In this idealized past, as 
opposed to the confused present, the country resided squarely on the side 
of justice—the side now occupied by the local constable. Heroism now 
seems possible only on the smallest scale, on the level of the humble po-
liceman who steps in where the nation’s leaders fail. Cole and Cox, not 
Gladstone and Parnell, are the nation’s defenders from the threat of 
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domestic terrorism. And Challoner, Somerset, and Desborough,  The Dyna-
miter’s three amiable “futiles,” metonymically represent the bumbling na-
tion, easily fl attered by past glory but hopelessly ineffective in the present. 
They may fancy themselves “men of the world” who, Somerset boasts, are 
“possessed of an extraordinary mass and variety of knowledge” and who 
are “planted at the strategic centre of the universe” and “in the midst of the 
chief mass of people, and within ear-shot of the most continuous chink of 
money on the surface of the globe” (14). Yet this privileged situation ren-
ders the three men complacent, easy prey to hoaxes and humiliation, 
saved only by sheer luck or the valiant efforts of the Metropolitan Police. 

The dedication to The Dynamiter therefore celebrates more than the 
mere bravery of Cole and Cox; it celebrates the moral clarity of their 
actions. “Whoever be in the right in this great and confused war of poli-
tics;” the Stevensons write, “whatever elements of greed, whatever traits of 
the bully, dishonour both parties in this inhuman contest;—your side, 
your part, is at least pure of doubt” (5). The Story of the Fair Cuban, set 
against this prefatory note, becomes a narrative of nostalgia, pointing to 
an idealized past in which England’s moral responsibility to eradicate 
slavery is unfettered by political contingencies. In a particularly devastat-
ing piece of irony, it is an Irish terrorist who takes on the guise of the 
runaway slave, thus exploiting popular, pseudoscientifi c racial theories 
equating the Irish to the “Negro” race only to turn the comparison on its 
head: Irish colonial rebel affects grateful black slave in order to attack the 
metropole.33

That the story is fabricated by Clare Luxmore to further her own inter-
ests further confi rms the moral bankruptcy of this age, where even the 
slave narrative, that nineteenth-century morality play, may be appropri-
ated for corrupt ends. As for Desborough, Clare’s malevolent motives do 
not prevent him tossing aside his idealistic pretences and marrying his 
deceiver.  The Dynamiter ends on a mordant note as Fenian bomber and 
bumbling Englishman end up not enemies but bedmates, signifying a 
world in which the absence of any clear moral leadership leads to such 
questionable alliances and affi liations. 

Of course the story of The Dynamiter is also the story of Fanny Stevenson 
and the literary partnership she embarked upon with her husband, an 
alliance that was regarded with skepticism and even hostility. Critics have 
not been kind to Fanny. To H. Bellyse Baildon, she was “not herself 
possessed of great artistic genius.” 34 T. C. Livingstone deems  The Dyna-
miter “inferior to [ New Arabian Nights], largely because it has to carry 
Mrs. Stevenson’s competent but uninspired contributions.” 35 And Frank 
McLynn is even less magnanimous, describing Fanny as “developing delu-
sions of grandeur about her status as a writer” and dismissing The Dyna-
miter as “mediocre stuff indeed, so much so that some scholars think it 
almost entirely Fanny’s work.” 36 Fanny herself was “bitterly resentful that 
her contribution was downgraded, that critics did not give her her due.” 37

In a letter to her mother-in-law, she complains of “being Louis’s scapegoat” 
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and of being “treated as a comma, and a superfl uous one at that.” 38 Her 
preface to the Tusitala edition of  The Dynamiter represents her belated 
attempt to “set the record straight” and to claim ownership of a contested 
work. But even then critics such as McLynn derogate the “feminine hand” 39

that sullies the work, while lauding the “occasional sign of the authentic 
RLS presence.” 40

McLynn’s comments, focused as they are on questions of authenticity 
and legitimacy, recall the narrative’s own obsession with truth and decep-
tion. Nearly every character is something he or she is not, from Clare 
Luxmore (aka Asenath Fonblanque, aka Teresa Valdevia) to Prince Florizel 
(aka Thomas Godall) to the three knights-errant, Challoner, Somerset, and 
Desborough. Based on this observation, Kiely offers a psychoanalytic 
reading of The Dynamiter, claiming that “Stevenson is almost compulsive 
about forcing his various narrators in these tales to plead guilty to telling 
lies. In a way he seems to feel the guilt is his as well as theirs . . .  he implic-
itly casts aspersions on the validity of certain kinds of narrative art, espe-
cially adventure fi ction, and on the integrity of artists like himself who 
write it.” 41 Yet if we take Fanny Stevenson at her word and read  The Dyna-
miter as mostly her own work, then it is Fanny who is the true fabulist, she 
who creates the most extravagant tales and plays Scheherazade to Louis’s 
sultan. The Dynamiter boasts Robert Louis Stevenson’s literary sponsor-
ship, but it is ultimately Fanny’s story. 

Ironically, many of the charges levied against Fanny Stevenson—
outlandishness, mediocrity, inauthenticity—recall the critical misgivings 
that dogged the slave narrative for years. To be sure, the trials of validation 
that greeted the slave narrative were racially driven, centering on issues of 
white abolitionist authentication and collaboration, historical accuracy, 
and propagandistic bias. 42 In Fanny’s case, critical enmity has focused on 
issues of gender (her “feminine hand”), nepotism, and dilettantism. Still, 
for all her supposed faults, Fanny succeeds in updating an antebellum 
American genre for a late Victorian text, enacting on the literary level the 
transatlantic collaboration between herself and her husband. The result is 
not just a critique of Gladstonian ethics, but an unlikely testament to the 
formidable afterlife of the slave narrative. 
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