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Abstract

From the Blood to the Brain:
Gaskell’s Progressivism in My Lady Ludlow

Yoko HATANO

Under the guise of an idyll, My Lady Ludlow represents the shift of hegemony
in rural society from the blood to the brain. It shows the social transformation of a
traditional community based on the landed system by delineating sorrow, conflicts,
perseverance and love of an aristocratic lady and the people around her. Unable to
cope with transition caused by the agricultural and industrial revolutions, the ancient
family is obliged to decline and is finally doomed to be extinct, while one of the lowest
members of the village attains social elevation through talent and industry.

The rural society also faces other challenges brought about from without, one of
whose examples is a dissenting family, previously in trade, that has bought land, thus
starting their process of gentrification. The social mobility exemplified in these cases
is attributable to the flexible, although limited, class system. An illegitimate girl’s
marriage to the village parson also shows the social mobility prevalent especially in an
age of transition.

The decline of the aristocrats is ascribable to their absenteeism, which is against
their principles of paternalism. Their negligence of paternal duties leads to their poor
land management which results in low crop cultivation. In contrast to the dissenter from
town, it was beyond their ability to successfully adopt new agricultural methods to
increase their wealth.

In the transformations is discernible Gaskell’s ideal for a more egalitarian society
where everybody has a right to achieve his or her potential. Such a view is the product
of her education and faith in Unitarianism, the most radical nonconformity that valued
individual merits rather than hereditary rights. Indeed, her belief derived from her religion

is aptly reflected in the decline of the aristocracy and the rise of the lower classes.



