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FEHEE 1
“China's Earth and Indian Leaf”: Oriental Commodities in Elizabeth Gaskell’s Condition-of-England Novels
This presentation demonstrated how Elizabeth Gaskell had cultivated an acute responsiveness to the world
beyond England, by investigating her portrayals of oriental commodities like tea, opium, silks, and shawls in her
novels, namely Mary Barton, Ruth and North and South. In the Victorian era, while women were rarely direct
participants of imperial actions, the consumption of foreign commodities increased indirect interactions between
women and overseas territories. Consequently, they have managed to crawl into the corners of Victorian novels. In
Gaskell's case, the oriental commodities with hybrid cultural characteristics were utilised to either domesticate or
orientalise the item or the user in question to serve the purpose of her narrative. I argued that whether they are
problematised or not seems to depend on the social status of the characters in relation to them, especially with
greater concern towards the lower-class. As for the orientalised middle-class heroines like Margaret Hale and
Jemima Bradshaw, | maintained that such portrayals seek to promote the elevation of woman in the patriarchal
Victorian society and even serve to empower them by associating them with oriental versions of the upper-class.
My argument was that Gaskell's showcasing of the oriental imageries are ultimately dedicated to her endeavour to
advocate her views on domestic issues of class and gender. Meanwhile, although Gaskell's novels can be situated
within the presence of empire in domestic culture via importation of commodities, it can be said that Gaskell
distances herself from diving too deep into controversial issues concerning colonialism. (Arisa Nakagoe)
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