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‘Take no sugar in your tea’: Ethical Economics in Gaskell’s Novels
Lesa Scholl

Although Gaskell famously claimed to “know nothing of political economy” in her
preface to Mary Barton (1848), much of her work is concerned with the social impact of
economics. In Cranford (1851-53), Ruth (1853) and North and South (1854-55), the central
characters are economically vulnerable. The tensions between generosity and inhibiting
social agency, self-consciousness and sympathy, manifest in the novels through moments of
shared eating: concerns of how much to eat, and what to eat, reveal consciousness of
economic precarity. From the “elegant economy” of the inhabitants in Cranford, to the
restriction imposed on Jemima Bradshaw by her father not to take sugar when visiting the
Bensons in Ruth because he perceives that they cannot afford it, Gaskell addresses the
fraught question of how to respond ethically to economic precarity. Her most optimistic
vision, the communal lunch table for the workers at Thornton’s factory in North and
South, suggests cross-class community engagement as the means to maintain economic
and social agency without compromising human feeling.



