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Up to 1865, if she ran away she could be sent back to her home parish by overseers

of other parishes who did not want responsibility for her. Under an Act of 1733,



any man charged by a woman as the father of her illegitimate child had either to
contribute toward its maintenance, marry the woman, or submit to imprisonment.
(Perkin 182)
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the respectable it was often considered unthrifty and unnecessary to marry a girl who had
not given evidence of fertility, but it was taken for granted that marriage would take place
when the girl was pregnant . . .” (Perkin 183).
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The clauses with respect to bastardy were among the harshest of the 1834 New Poor
Law. Unwed mothers were stripped of their right to outrelief. It was no longer
possible for her to claim maintenance from the putative father by swearing the
paternity — she had to provide corroborative evidence of the man’s involvement. In

order to obtain any assistance she had no choice but the workhouse. (Perkin 131)
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“. .. the better inclined class of prostitutes became the wedded wives of men in every
grade of society, from the peerage to the stable. . . . Prostitution is a transitory state, through

which an untold number of British women are ever on their passage.” (Wood 138)
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Abstract

“Lizzie Leigh”
The Unfulfilled Parable of “The Prodigal Daughter”

Yoko HATANO

Set in 1836, “Lizzie Leigh” attempts to demonstrate the reclamation and redemption
of a seduced daughter by her mother who bases her forgiveness and tolerance on the
parable of “The Prodigal Son”. However, Lizzie has to lead a penitent life as if the death
of her child is not fair retribution. Her seclusion from the villagers after her return home
implies that she is not accepted as a rightful member of her community. As a result, the
message of “The Prodigal Son” gets confused and frustrated when applied to “the prodigal
daughter”, leaving a discordant note at the end.

The realistic setting makes the mixed and confusing message more salient. In the
1830’s, pre-nuptial conception was prevalent and many unwed mothers were able to bring
up their children in rural communities, but Lizzie’s hardship is in accordance with the
stereotypical fate of the fallen woman.

Gaskell’s incompetence to apply the message of the parable to Lizzie derives
from her ambivalence toward fallen women. Her engagement in charitable work to
rescue abused and exploited women leads her to deliver a message that Lizzie has to be
rehabilitated. Her hopeful view of human nature based on Unitarianism in which human
beings are made sinful by their environment reinforces her sympathetic treatment of
Lizzie. On the other hand, the negative message stems from her adherence to the literary
convention, her intention to use the story as a warning in order to improve the morals of
the working class, her uneasiness about the public opinion on the complete tolerance of
the fallen woman, her conventional opinion toward sexuality, and her moderate mind to
avoid extremes. These factors, when combined, made the parable of “The Prodigal Son”

inconsistent with the fate of “the prodigal daughter.”



