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[From The Oxford Handbook of the Victorian Novel, forthcoming] 

 

Industrialism and the Victorian Novel 

Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, when someone writes ―X is the most important event in 

millennia of human history‖ or ―Y fundamentally altered the structure of society,‖ the proper response 

is to roll your eyes. These are the sort of grand, rhetorical flourishes that writers employ to add vigor to 

their claims and color to their prose. The problem, though, is that once in a while these kinds of claims 

must actually be true. Something must really be the most important event in millennia of human 

history, and some things probably do transform the very structure of society. How, then, to say as much 

without sounding strident and hyperbolic? This is one—and only the first—problem with talking about 

industrialism. It really was the most economically and socially revolutionary occurrence in modern 

human history, but every attempt to express this fact ends up sounding hollow, obstreperous, or cliché. 

The second, perhaps even more daunting difficulty is that everyone seems to feel they already 

know about industrialism. Even if you can demonstrate that your rhetoric isn't hollow, and even if you 

can show that industrialism really does represent an epochal change, you still have to make it seem like 

a topic worthy of new investigation and analysis—something more than the old story of classes and 

factories, divisions of labor and alienation, steam-engines, spinning jennies, and novels by Disraeli and 

Gaskell. That old story, told and retold in various ways by Thomas Carlyle, Friedrich Engels, Louis 

Cazamian, E. P. Thompson, Raymond Williams, Catherine Gallagher and others is so entrenched in 

literary studies that it seems virtually immune to challenge. But it is, as I say, an old story, with many 

and growing cracks in its foundation. 

The time has come, in fact, to do away with this old story, and for two reasons. First, because it 

is no longer consistent with the best information we have about industrial life. Second, it never did 

justice to the complex relationship between industrialism and literature, tending instead to focus 
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attention on a very narrow literary subgenre, the one that has come to be called the industrial novel (or, 

as I will call it, the social problem novel), including such explicitly class-conscious books as Hard 

Times, Felix Holt, Sybil, Shirley, Alton Locke, and North and South. Surely, there is something 

inadequate about a theory of industrialism which makes a handful of specialized texts the truest literary 

expression of a great, epochal historical event. These things are simply not commensurate. If 

industrialism is that rare thing which can honestly be called ―the most important event in millennia of 

human history,‖ we should expect its effect on literature to be similarly important and dramatic. There 

should be traces of it across every genre—in lyric and epic and essay and play and quite certainly the 

novel, both minor and major. 

The aim of this essay is to tell a new story about industrialism, one that accounts for recent 

historical research and that makes room for a richer understanding of industrial literature. To this end, 

what follows will be divided into two sections: 

 ―The Old Story‖ - which describes the continuing value of the social problem novel.  

 ―The New Story‖ - which builds a new account of the industrial novel.  

Counterintuitive though it may seem, what I am going to show in ―The New Story‖ is that industrialism 

means something more than the rise of industry. It refers to a change in the horizon of economic life, 

the end of the Malthusian trap and the emergence of a new, mutually reinforcing relationship between 

population growth and economic progress. This broader perspective—emphasizing social and 

economic dynamics rather than the artifacts of industry—affords a more comprehensive understanding 

the relationship between industrialism and the novel. 

 

The Old Story 

The so-called social problem novel has been the locus of inquiry for over a century now—ever 
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since Louis Cazamian published his pathbreaking book The Social Novel in England: Dickens, 

Disraeli, Mrs. Gaskell, Kingsley. Not only have those same authors continued to anchor this genre of 

criticism, but so too has Cazamian's basic focus on the ―Social‖ implications of industrial change been 

the guiding star. When Raymond Williams took up the subject in his own influential book, Culture and 

Society (1958), he emphasized the shift from an old ethic of social responsibility to the merely 

transactional relationships that governed society under industrial capitalism—and he suggested, further, 

that part of the value of 19th-century literature derived from its ability to sustain certain aspects of the 

old structure of feeling. Catherine Gallagher, too, in The Industrial Reformation of English Fiction: 

Social Discourse and Narrative Form (1985), foregrounded a series of vibrant 19th-century debates 

about shifting social relationships: from the role of the worker to the value of the family to the 

expanding population of voters. For each of these critics, in other words, it is the new terrain of social 

debate and class conflict that grounds the inquiry into industrial change itself. And, in each case, the 

novels they treat as exemplary are those which explicitly thematize such debates and conflicts. As 

Gallagher herself puts it, ―The works most immediately affected were those we now call the 'industrial 

novels,' Gaskell's Mary Barton and North and South, Charles Kingsley's Alton Locke, Charles 

Dickens's Hard Times, and George Eliot's Felix Holt.‖
i
 

As I have said, it is the goal of this essay to show that this short list of relatively minor texts is 

simply incommensurate with the real impact of industrialism, but I don't mean to suggest that such 

texts are without value—and certainly not that the readings offered by Williams, Gallagher, and others 

are anything but profound. These kinds of novels capture at least one crucial aspect of industrial 

change: the remapping of the fault lines of social conflict and the emergence of that new structure of 

solidarity which we call class. Industrialism's cities and factories didn't just produce new products, they 

also produced new forms of social cohesion; they enabled new affective bonds among people in 

disparate places with similar working conditions. Piecemeal laborers and daily wage-earners began to 
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think of themselves as belonging to the working classes; shopkeepers, managers, and capitalists to the 

middle classes; land-owners and title-holders to the upper classes; and, lest we forget, writers and 

intellectuals to the professional classes. As industrialism wrought its varied changes, these kinds of 

horizontal allegiances played an increasingly prominent role both in everyday life and in the social 

imaginary. 

One of the things that social problem novels do extremely well is to make these new class-

categories visible as stereotypes. That may sound like a dubious achievement but the transformation of 

class into type helps to illustrate the stakes and strategies of class struggle. Benjamin Disraeli's Sybil 

provides a particular grotesque example of how this works in its fantastical account of the town of 

Wodgate, where ―capital is insistently resisted‖ and ―Labour reigns supreme.‖
ii
 What might, in the 

hands of a Ruskin or a Morris, be the setting for a Utopian experiment, is in Disraeli a communal 

abyss. Without capitalists to organize production—or churches to enforce values—the most skilled 

laborers rule despotically over a shapeless mass of barely-human cogs. These worker-aristocrats are, 

Disraeli tells us, ―ruthless tyrants‖ who ―habitually inflict upon their subjects punishments more 

grievous than the slave population of our colonies were ever visited with‖—not the least of which 

involves ―cutting their heads open with a file or lock‖ (163). As one would expect, the results are 

hardly salutary, and the people who suffer under this tyranny far removed from the proverbial 

―respectable working man‖: 

It is not that the people are immoral, for immorality implies some forethought; or 

ignorant, for ignorance is relative; but they are animals; unconscious; their minds a 

blank; and their worst actions only the impulse of a gross or savage instinct. There are 

many in this town who are ignorant of their very names; very few who can spell them. It 

is rare that you meet with a young person who knows his own age; rarer to find the boy 

who has seen a book, or the girl who has seen a flower. Ask them the name of their 
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sovereign, and they will give you an unmeaning stare; ask them the name of their 

religion, and they will laugh: who rules them on earth, or who can save them in heaven, 

are alike mysteries to them. (164) 

In this dictatorship of the proletariat, the working people are reduced to unconscious beasts, their 

humanity stripped bare by the brutality of Labour's laws. It is at once a horrifying vision of the world 

without capitalism, a dire warning against granting power to the working classes, and an earnest appeal 

to take up the rich man's burden and help those who suffer under such conditions. Notice, to that last 

end, how the early image of an immoral ―people‖ morphs into the much more sympathetic picture of an 

illiterate young boy and a girl who—weep!—has never seen a flower. Who, Disraeli asks us, will save 

these souls if we capitulate to the demands of workers? 

The force of this question—who will save the workers?—is actually central to Disraeli's novel 

as a whole, as is the effort to find an answer. If, as I said before, one of the great strengths of the social 

problem novel is its ability to map social conflict through class-types, one of its great ambitions is to 

resolve social conflict by placing these class-types on a narrative path towards resolution. In Sybil, this 

means finding some worthy upper class characters who can restore order through responsibility. A new 

generation of aristocrats must arise to accept the full burden of paternalism and noblesse oblige. The 

degree of artifice required to make this solution narratively possible is high indeed, involving a 

multitude of timely deaths and a collection of hidden documents. And the decidedly idiosyncratic result 

speaks to the more generally idiosyncratic way that social problem novels tend to imagine harmony. 

None of the existing, real-world proposals will do: not Chartism, Owenism, Saint-Simonianism, 

Fourierism, Marxism, Laissez Faire Capitalism, or otherwise. Always a more original and more 

nuanced solution must be developed. Sybil's answer—that we have to build a new aristocracy from 

scratch, and that we can do so narratively by killing off some existing aristocrats and promoting others 

in their place—is already quite Quixotic, but it is more than matched by its peers. 
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Dickens's Hard Times, for instance, is another social problem novel with its own, quite different 

but still eccentric ideal. It, too, has its share of class stereotypes and children in desperate need of 

saving, but it also has something that Disraeli's text lacks: a menacing middle-class ideology. There are 

very few middle class figures in Sybil—strikingly few, given the otherwise wide ambit. But Dickens's 

focus on the men and masters of the imagined, industrial city of Coketown attracts him towards a 

different set of problems—and then to a different kind of solution. He is troubled by the rank hypocrisy 

of self-aggrandizing capitalists, like Josiah Bounderby, and riled by the degradation of upright working 

men, like Stephen Blackpool, but above all what he finds intolerable is the bourgeois 

instrumentalization of everyday life, the unimaginative and inhuman evaluation of all things in terms of 

their measurable, factual utility. Here, for instance, is Dickens's picture of the good-hearted but 

dangerously-misguided Mr. Gradgrind, calculating the answers to all of life's problems while sitting 

alone in his study: 

In that charmed apartment, the most complicated social questions were cast up, got into 

exact totals, and finally settled—if those concerned could only have been brought to 

know it. As if an astronomical observatory should be made without any windows, and 

the astronomer within should arrange the starry universe solely by pen, ink, and paper, 

so Mr. Gradgrind, in his Observatory (and there are many like it), had no need to cast an 

eye upon the teeming myriads of human beings around him, but could settle all their 

destinies on a slate, and wipe out all their tears with one dirty little bit of sponge.
iii

 

This, too, is a stereotype, as crude in its way as Disraeli's Wodgate. Only this time it is not Labour 

which rules over ―teeming myriads‖ and narrows the scope of human being. It is a deficient utilitarian 

philosophy, unable in its mathematical precision to reckon with the real complexity of lived experience. 

Here, as throughout the novel, Dickens insists that the only way to address the ―most complicated 

social questions‖ of industrial change is by social-izing, by talking to others and experiencing 
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something of what they experience—rather than turning them into numbers and crunching them about. 

That, at least, is part of the solution on offer in Hard Times, as when Gradgrind's own daughter, Louisa, 

goes to visit the "dwellings of the Coketown hands" and finds herself changed by the experience of 

coming ―face to face" (155) with the workers inside (just as we, his readers, are meant to be changed by 

our face-to-face encounters with Dickens's motley cast of characters). 

But the more profound demand of Hard Times is that we confront the dehumanizing force of 

utilitarianism by embracing the unreal, the irrational, and the imaginary. In place of sterile facts, we 

need fertile fancies, and children's books in place of blue ones. Against the threat of an all-consuming 

ideology of utility and statistics—born of accountants's tables and concretized in the industrial city—

Dickens celebrates the immeasurable and the irreducible. And he anoints as the champion of this 

alternate view, the young Sissy Jupe, offspring of a fanciful circus-performer who makes Mr. Gradgrind 

feel ―that there was something in this girl which could hardly be set forth in a tabular form‖ (92). It is 

Sissy who brings balance to bourgeois ideology and whose offspring carry with them the novel's 

greatest hope for a more human future: 

But, happy Sissy's happy children loving her; all children loving her; she, grown learned 

in childish lore; thinking no innocent and pretty fancy ever to be despised; trying hard to 

know her humbler fellow-creatures, and to beautify their lives of machinery and reality 

with those imaginative graces and delights, without which the heart of infancy will 

wither up, the sturdiest physical manhood will be morally stark death, and the plainest 

national prosperity figures can show, will be the Writing on the Wall. (287) 

In Sissy's future world, one can be ―learned in childish lore,‖ can value ―pretty fancy,‖ and even 

substitute ―imaginative graces and delights‖ for Gradgrind's once-beloved ―national prosperity figures.‖ 

It is the resolution of a fairy tale, and that is very much the point, fairy tales being the sugar to 

industrialism's acid. Yet, like Disraeli's ideal of a new nobility, Dickens's is not without its eccentricity. 
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Notice, for instance, that in the world of Sissy's children there will still be lots of ―machinery and 

reality,‖ and plenty of ―humbler fellow-creatures‖ to get to know. The harsh landscape of industrial 

work and urban poverty are left virtually untouched, only their impact is tempered by the availability of 

new distractions. It is a very one-sided kind of response—where grinding poverty is made less onerous 

by circuses alone, and little bread—and that is but one of its weaknesses. It also takes a remarkably 

long time, a full generation in fact. No character who has been committed to the ascendancy of fact can 

ever be fully redeemed. Mr. Gradgrind may find a new, more charitable worldview and his daughter, 

Louisa, may escape the worst errors of her early life but happy children and grandchildren are denied 

them. Their line has to effectively die out, so that Sissy's more promising offspring can shape the future 

in their stead. 

One thing the Dickens and Disraeli share, then, is an insistence that the social conflicts of 

industrial life be solved by means both public and private, through politics and ideology but also 

romance and reproduction. In Disraeli, not only must the bad aristocrats be killed off, but the good 

aristocrats who replace them must then intermarry to ensure that their good values pass down to 

posterity. In Dickens, the most tainted characters must either remain unmarried (and thus, unable to 

procreate) or else turn widowers (for the same reason). Either way, the public, political resolution of 

social problems is mirrored by a private, romantic resolution—and this mirroring is actually a standard 

feature of the social problem novel more generally.  

In fact, it is the breakdown of this generic expectation which makes George Eliot's Felix Holt: 

The Radical such an interesting, and problematic member of the genre. There is very little industrial 

activity, in Eliot's novel. What takes its place is an acute attention to the rise of political radicalism—

another of the social movements set off by industrial change. More precisely, the novel describes the 

faltering efforts of one character, the eponymous Felix, to reform the very meaning of the term radical. 

Felix aims to be ―a demagogue of a new sort; an honest one, if possible, who will tell the people they 
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are blind and foolish, and neither flatter them nor fatten on them.‖
iv

 If this seems unlikely to attract 

votes, that's a secondary concern for Felix. Unlike the other self-proclaimed Radicals in the novel, 

Felix isn't interested in votes; he thinks the chartist-style attention to suffrage a kind of sham, and 

voting rights for workers dangerously premature. His principal interests are moral, rather than political: 

he wants to teach workers to drink less, spend their wages better, and generally ―go to some roots a 

good deal lower down than the franchise‖ (264). Perhaps not surprisingly, his moral bullying doesn't 

get him very far. In fact, it gets him into quite a bit of trouble. When, at one point, he sees the local 

working people drawn into a violent mob, he tries to intervene—only to end up killing one person and 

ensuring the death of a second. And though he, himself, is eventually pardoned for those crimes, his 

broader efforts to build a new kind of radicalism cannot be so easily redeemed. No working men flock 

to his cause, no acolytes emerge to help preach the good word, and no great transformation is enabled 

by his activities. Whatever social problems exist at the beginning of this novel still exist at the end—

and will continue to exist into the foreseeable future.  

The only real resolution is a private one. Throughout the novel, Felix's public-house 

proselytizing has been matched, and sometimes dwarfed, by his parlor-room proselytizing. Rather than 

actually help local workers, he seems to prefer talking about helping local workers—and never more so 

than when sitting beside the beautiful, if rather less earnest Esther Lyon. As I have already said, this 

talk doesn't much aid the cause of radical social improvement, but it does have its effect: it reforms 

Esther. She, and she alone, embraces Felix's ideas of sobriety and austerity, turning away from the 

seductions of luxury and wealth to marry Felix and support his destiny as a wandering Radical. That, as 

I say, is a kind of success, but it is a purely private kind, far below Felix's stated ambition. A happy 

marriage—as opposed to a happy society—is the most that this soi-disant Radical can accomplish. 

Unlike Dickens and Disraeli, who use private resolutions to reflect and ramify their broader public and 

political ideas, Eliot keeps the private quite distant from the big social questions which had seemed to 
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be the novel's focus. At the end, Felix and Esther walk off-stage together, arm in arm, but it is not 

because their work is done; quite the contrary, it is because they have learned that their work cannot be 

done. The industrializing world, and its workers, simply aren't ready. Private happiness has no public 

correlate, which gives this industrial novel its own, bleak eccentricity. 

There is another way to read the broken ending of Felix Holt, however. It may not be a sign of 

failure, some inability to wed plot and politics, private and public, personal and social. It may be more 

a matter of indifference. Felix and Esther walk off together, in this reading, because they have learned 

to care more about personal happiness then public happiness. Private resolution proves more important 

to them than the details of industrial exploitation, and that makes a kind of sense within the universe of 

the Victorian novel more generally. Sure, there are a handful of books which engage, directly, with 

issues of politics, factory-life, utilitarianism, and the structure of social conflict under industrialism; 

and understandably those novels have a certain appeal for literary scholars. Yet, it must be 

acknowledged that the overwhelming majority of Victorian literature simply did not take this route. It, 

too, was immersed in industrial life, and it too was shaped by the conditions of industrial change, but 

only rarely did it take the form of a social problem novel. Victorian novelists found, instead, other ways 

to tie the fictional to the industrial, other techniques for building narratives out of the industrial world. 

And if we want to understand the full scope of this effort we have to follow Felix and Esther away from 

the social problem novel and begin, instead, a new story. 

 

The New Story 

The best way to begin this new story is by returning to the most basic questions. What was 

industrialism? When and where did it begin? What effects did it have on the economy, and on society at 

large? Fortunately for us, we don't have to build our own answers. Evan as literary scholars have 
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largely shifted their attention, historians have continued to develop new insights into what they 

consider not just the most important event of the 19
th

 century but a ―materialist crossing of the Jordan,‖ 

―a phenomenon unprecedented in human history,‖ and ―the greatest transformation in human history 

since the remote times when men invented agriculture and metallurgy, writing, the city and the state.‖
v
 

Using a variety of approaches and datasets, what they have found is that industrialism is best 

understood as a kind of tipping point, a threshold moment in economic history before which there was 

one mode of economic life and after which another, wholly different one. Industry itself—by which is 

meant the organization of production into larger units, the greater use of machine-labor, the reliance on 

steam-power, and the increasing functionalization of work—was a contributing factor in this leap from 

the pre-industrial, but it was hardly the only factor. Trade played an important role, as did colonialism, 

and the relative peace of the post-Napoleonic period. Weighing these various factors—and a host of 

others—has been a major concern of historical scholarship, but by far the most important thing for 

literary studies is to just to recognize the broader, system-wide transformation.  

Industrialism introduced a wholly new economic system, and by that I don't mean a new mode 

of production (to use the old Marxist terminology). I mean, instead, the end of the Malthusian trap. 

More and more scholarship is revealing that Thomas Malthus was essentially correct about the zero-

sum nature of early economic life. From the beginnings of civilization right through to the 18
th

 century, 

wealth and population were mutually antagonistic: increases in wealth bred increases in population 

which cannibalized all benefits; decreases in wealth forced declines in population by whatever means 

necessary, be it starvation, plague, or emigration. In the Malthusian world, there was no stable way for 

economic gains to be enjoyed by individual subjects or citizens. With the arrival of industrialism, 

however, this all changed. A new, positive-sum dynamic took hold of economic life, finally enabling an 

overall rate of growth sufficient to improve the lives of individuals. After millennia of stagnation what 

economists call ―modern economic growth‖ finally began, and it brought real, distributed 
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improvements in the social welfare of the populace at large.
vi

 

To be safe, one shouldn't get too roisterous about these kinds of claims. Obviously, 

industrialism didn't bring an end to penury or human suffering. The misery described by Engels and 

Mayhew, Booth and Rowntree, Dickens and Hardy was real enough, and there is still a vibrant 

argument among economists about when the great gains of industrialism began transforming the lives 

of the poor and the working classes (1800? 1850? 1860?--few would push the date beyond that). 

Abominable poverty, horrific health conditions, and great masses of suffering—these things persisted 

into the industrial era. Indeed, in some ways they become more visible (because more concentrated in 

larger, urban agglomerations). Yet, they were also on their way out. Today's best evidence on prices and 

wages show that by mid-century, at the latest, Victorian industrialism was bringing real, material gains 

to virtually every segment of the population, from the disreputable poor all the way to the disreputable 

rich. Whereas for thousands of years, Jesus’s pronouncement (repeated by Dickens in Hard Times) that 

―the poor you will have always with you‖ had been basically true; by Dickens’s own time, it was not. If 

poverty was still a part of Victorian life, it was no longer an inevitable or eternal part. 

Perhaps the most important thing to recognize, from the standpoint of the Victorian novel, is 

that this great, economic transformation began in England (and parts of southern Scotland). Traces of 

industry one could find throughout the world—railways in France and factories in the US and machine-

labor in China and India—but industrialism as a whole came, first, to England; and it didn't arrive 

elsewhere until the very end of the 19th-century. England faced the revolutionary energies of industrial 

change decades before any other nation on earth, and it therefore faced them very much alone. ―Sixty, 

eighty years ago,‖ Engels wrote in the early 1840s, ―England was a country like every other, with small 

towns, few and simple industries, and a thin but proportionally large agricultural population. Today it is 

a country like no other...‖
vii

 If there was one thing about which the Victorians were certain, it was that 

theirs was an era of unprecedented change. As John Stuart Mill put it: "The conviction is already not far 
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from being universal, that the times are pregnant with change; and that the nineteenth century will be 

known to posterity as the era of one of the greatest revolutions of which history has preserved the 

remembrance, in the human mind, and in the whole constitution of human society."
viii

 Thomas Carlyle, 

himself a great contributor to this genre of Victorian auto-diagnosis, summarized the situation 

beautifully: ―works of that sort are a characteristic of our era.‖
ix

 The Victorian, in other words, can be 

characterized as an age obsessed with characterizing itself; and the most basic reason for this was that 

the social and economic landscape of Victorian England was fundamentally different from every other 

human society (past and present).  

The new story of industrialism has, at its center, a Victorian protagonist. This is a point whose 

importance for Victorian studies cannot be overstated. It makes the Victorian era something more than 

an interesting moment in British history; it makes it a unique moment in world history, during which 

the new economic system which would eventually span the globe was being tried out in one small and 

restless place. Put differently, industrialism is something more than a Victorian context; it is a sign of 

Victorian distinction, a way to understand not only the integrity of the Victorian world, but its 

singularity. 

If the Victorian world was unique, however, that hardly means it was better. In purely material 

terms, an argument of that sort might be maintained: by ending the Malthusian trap, industrialism did 

set Victorian society on a path towards greater material well-being. But industrialism also disrupted a 

balance that had governed societies for thousands of years. If it made possible, for the first time, real, 

distributed, economic growth, it also thrust people into new kinds of social relationships, the effect of 

which could be jarring, if not occasionally terrifying. The basic dynamics which had governed 

economic and social life since history began were no longer operative, and the exact nature of the new 

dynamics still unclear. As I have said, this was not all bad: wealth was increasing, communities were 

growing, jobs were multiplying, etc. And yet, the fact that these changes had never been experienced—
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and that Victorian England was experiencing them very much alone—left the beneficiaries of 

industrialism feeling rather like its guinea pigs. What, exactly, lay at the end of all this change? What 

novel social arrangements were being generated? Would the newly-minted railways and steam-engines 

be replaced by newer innovations—and those, in turn, replaced by ever-newer ones? Would posterity—

as George Eliot wondered—be one day ―shot, like a bullet through a tube, by atmospheric pressure 

from Winchester to Newcastle‖ (Felix Holt 3)? These sorts of questions, the Victorians could neither 

escape nor answer—and for that reason their experience of industrialism was tinged with ambivalence, 

a vague, if pressing anxiety about the unspoken costs of industrial development. 

It is at this point that we can begin to turn this new story of industrialism into a new account of 

industrial literature. And that's because the ambivalence I am describing—the strange mix of boundless 

confidence and free-floating unease which industrialism inspired—helped the Victorian novel negotiate 

its relation to industrialism at large. In the old story, remember, if we wanted to track a novel’s 

engagement with industrial life, we looked for signs of industry: factories and railway; class-types and 

class conflicts; sub-human laborers and noble aristocrats (Disraeli); heartless utilitarians and 

imaginative orphans (in Dickens); self-proclaimed radicals and beer-swilling miners (Eliot); not to 

mention the thoughtless managers, saccharine workers, officious union-leaders, or the noble women 

whose sympathy could heal all social discord. In the new story, however, this approach won't work 

because the meaning of industrialism is no longer bounded by industry. Instead, we need to seek out 

topoi which reflect either the revolutionary energy of industrial growth, the new anxiety such growth 

produced, or both.  

There are two topoi that stand out, and they match the two most prominent aspects of post-

Malthusian life: economic growth, on the one hand; population growth, on the other. Or to put it in the 

terms that became most potent for Victorian literature: progress and social formlessness. 

It is easy to understand why industrial change should have inspired a new belief in progress. By 
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a kind of seductive slippage, real improvements in social welfare seemed to portend further 

improvements, and ever more just beyond those. Early, modest advances carried with them a promise 

of later, larger ones—and great indeed was the appeal of that promise. The Victorian social theorist, 

Herbert Spencer, argued that ―Progress...is not an accident but a necessity.‖
x
 Thomas Babington 

Macaulay wrote that ―the history of England is emphatically the history of progress.‖
xi

 And Mill, too, 

insisted that the trajectory of history ―is, and will continue to be, saving occasional and temporary 

exceptions, one of improvement.‖ Off all these, however, perhaps the best, clearest expression comes 

from the more radical Frederic Harrison: 

We all feel a-tiptoe with hope and confidence. We are on the threshold of a great time, 

even if our time is not great itself. In science, in religion, in social organization, we all 

know what great things are in the air. 'We shall see it, but not now' – or rather our 

children and our children's children will see it…It is not the age of money bags and cant, 

soot, hubbub, and ugliness. It is the age of great expectation and unwearied striving after 

better things."
xii

 

Harrison's emphatic italics, along with his confident ―We all,‖ tell the tale. There may be ―soot, hubbub, 

and ugliness‖ in Victorian society, but these are not its defining features. What matters—far more than 

present conditions—is the lure of the future, and the future looked to Harrison like a ―great time‖ full 

of ―better things.‖ If asked what these "better things" would be, Mill, Macaulay, or Spencer might have 

loudly disagreed, but they all would have embraced Harrison's core conviction that society has moved, 

is moving, and will continue to move in a desirable direction. As yet another Victorian intellectual put 

it, ―amidst the varied reflections which the nineteenth century is in the habit of making on its condition 

and its prospects, there is one common opinion in which all parties coincide—that we live in an era of 

progress.‖
xiii

 

What the Victorians meant by progress was rather different from their predecessors. Godwin, 
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Condorcet, Priestley and the other enlightenment champions of progress had their own, quite sanguine, 

visions of the future, but mostly they meant the distant future, whereas the Victorians had a narrowed 

time frame, something more like decades than centuries. And whereas 18th-century philosophers 

tended to imagine progress as governed by the warm presence of God, Providence, Reason, or Science, 

the Victorians saw only the dominion of industrialism. It was the new energy of industrial growth, in 

other words, that gave the Victorian conception of progress its great force. By the same token, however,  

the ambivalence which industrialism activated became, also, an ambivalence about progress. For the 

Victorians, the most pressing concern was simply: where is all this progress leading? The 

enlightenment philosophers had known how to answer. ―To Perfection,‖ they would have said, or ―to 

Harmony‖ or ―to Truth.‖ The Victorians, in contrast, worried that even if they reached such noble ends, 

they would somehow be kept restlessly moving towards promises of ever-greater perfection. ―Ever 

climbing up the climbing wave‖ is how Tennyson described it—and he was a believer in progress. 

Paired, as it were, with industrialism itself, the idea of progress which shaped Victorian life comprised 

something of the excitement that came with unprecedented material growth and also something of the 

unease that came with entering—alone—this uncharted historical territory.  

Precisely because it was paired with industrialism, because it carried the same weight of 

ambivalence, progress became a proxy for novelists, an indispensable tool for grappling with the 

promise and strain of the industrial world. One of those novelists we have seen already, but if we want 

to understand Dickens's place in the new story of industrial literature, we have to shift from the earnest 

admonitions of Hard Times to the slightly earlier Dombey and Son and focus, more specifically, at a 

sequence of descriptive passages which show the full, tortured path from industrialism to progress and 

then disquiet. We begin with a picture of Staggs's Gardens, a London neighborhood in the throes of 

industrial turmoil: 

The first shock of a great earthquake had, just at that period, rent the whole 
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neighborhood to its center. Traces of its course were visible on every side. Houses were 

knocked down; streets broken through and stopped; deep pits and trenches dug in the 

ground; enormous heaps of earth and clay thrown up; buildings that were undermined 

and shaking, propped by great beams of wood. Here, a chaos of carts, overthrown and 

jumbled together, lay topsy-turvy at the bottom of a steep unnatural hill; there, confused 

treasures of iron soaked and rusted in something that had accidentally become a pond. 

Everywhere were bridges that led nowhere; thoroughfares that were wholly impassable; 

Babel towers of chimneys, wanting half their height; temporary wooden houses and 

enclosures, in the most unlikely situations; carcases of ragged tenements, and fragments 

of unfinished walls and arches, and piles of scaffolding, and wildernesses of bricks, and 

giant forms of cranes, and tripods straddling above nothing...In short, the yet unfinished 

and unopened Railroad was in progress; and, from the very core of all this dire disorder, 

trailed smoothly away, upon its mighty course of civilization and improvement.
xiv

 

The arrival of the railroad is like nothing so much as a natural disaster. What had been (one is invited to 

presume) a poor but still orderly community becomes a chaos of mangled and indifferent parts: carts, 

chimneys, bricks, wood, iron bars, and temporary houses. All this ―dire disorder‖ is presumably part of 

a process of reconstruction, but at this point there is no trace of that, only the ―topsy-turvy,‖ 

―unnatural,‖ ―confused,‖ ―rusted,‖ ―temporary,‖ ―unfinished,‖ ―impassable,‖ landscape—somewhere 

between ―wildernesses‖ and ―Babel.‖ For that reason, it is hard to treat Dickens's talk about the 

―mighty course of civilization and improvement‖ as anything but heavy irony. If that were the last 

word, we might just add this passage to the old pantheon of industrial literature, what with its familiar 

emphasis on the destructive force of machinery, its keen attention to division and disruption, and its 

more general transformation of fiction into hortatory. 

As it happens, though, this is not the last word. Some six years and 150 pages later, Dombey 
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and Son returns to Staggs's Gardens, or at least the area which had once borne that name: 

There was no such place as Staggs's Gardens. It had vanished from the earth. Where the 

old rotten summer-houses once had stood, palaces now reared their heads, and granite 

columns of gigantic girth opened a vista to the railway world beyond. The miserable 

waste ground, where the refuse-matter had been heaped of yore, was swallowed up and 

gone; and in its frowsy stead were tiers of warehouses, crammed with rich goods and 

costly merchandise. The old by-streets now swarmed with passengers and vehicles of 

every kind: the new streets that had stopped disheartened in the mud and waggon-ruts, 

formed towns within themselves, originating wholesome comforts and conveniences 

belonging to themselves, and never tried nor thought of until they sprung into existence. 

Bridges that had led to nothing, led to villas, gardens, churches, healthy public walks. 

The carcasses of houses, and beginnings of new thoroughfares, had started off upon the 

line at steam's own speed, and shot away into the country in a monster train. (244-5) 

Great as the surprise may be, there really does seem to have been a ―mighty course of civilization and 

improvement.‖ To be sure, there are some lingering problems: the fact that Staggs's Gardens had 

―vanished from the earth‖ is certainly one concern, as are terms like ―carcasses‖ and ―swarmed‖ streets, 

especially alongside the ressentiment of ―palaces,‖ ―rich goods,‖ and ―costly merchandise.‖ But 

―wholesome comforts and conveniences,‖ sounds nice, especially when you are told that such 

conveniences were ―never tried nor thought of‖ before the railway. And not only are all the formerly 

half-built bridges and roadways now complete, but they lead to ―villas, gardens, churches, healthy 

public walks.‖ Utopia it is not, but the new Staggs's Gardens (or the ex-Staggs's Gardens) is still a 

tremendous, material improvement. Gentrification we might call it, only with the caveat that 

gentrification can involve both the displacement of the poor and sometimes also their economic gain. 

Such gains had never been possible before, but industrialism made them possible, enabling just the 



 19 

kind of shared benefits we see here. 

As ever with industrial progress, however, these real improvements invite a new set of 

concerns—not, I should say, that the comforts of Staggs's Gardens are somehow apocryphal, or even 

that they depend on the exploitation of toiling millions. No, the deepest concern is that all this change 

and progress has generated a restless drive for further change and endless progress: 

To and from the heart of this great change, all day and night, throbbing currents rushed 

and returned incessantly like its life's blood. Crowds of people and mountains of goods, 

departing and arriving scores upon scores of times in every four-and-twenty hours, 

produced a fermentation in the place that was always in action...Night and day the 

conquering engines rumbled at their distant work, or, advancing smoothly to their 

journey's end, and gliding like tame dragons into the allotted corners grooved out to the 

inch for their reception, stood bubbling and trembling there, making the walls quake, as 

if they were dilating with the secret knowledge of great powers yet unsuspected in them, 

and strong purposes not yet achieved. (245-6) 

Once the railway takes hold, it cannot be stopped; it remakes everything in its own image. Not only do 

the trains rush to and fro, but so too do the ―crowds of people‖ and the ―mountains of goods.‖ The most 

telling bit is in that last line, where the dragons dilate with the ―secret knowledge of great powers yet 

unsuspected in them.‖ If there is one surety in all this change, it is that more change will come. Staggs's 

Gardens has gone from a ramshackle construction site to a place of ―wholesome comforts‖ but its 

course is not finished; it may continue forever towards an end that cannot be seen. These railway 

dragons seem to know, too well, that they are not done mutating, that someday they will cease to be 

railways and metamorphose into automobiles or airplanes or rockets: something faster, more powerful, 

and ever-more-promising. And Dickens's concern, it would seem, is that we will continue to follow 

those faster vehicles on more rapid trips along shifting routes until we no longer how to stop, rest, or 
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find even a moment of calm. 

This was one of the great anxieties activated by industrialism: a concern that economic progress 

was not just something taking place around people, but inside of them. It was turning the Victorians 

into industrial people: restless types who could thrive only in a world of open-ended, if not endless 

development; agitated men and women who could see in calm and tranquility only boredom and stasis. 

When looking for traces of industrialism in the Victorian novel, these are symptoms worth noting: 

characters discontented with anything but future happiness, places defined not by what they are but 

what they are becoming, plotlines that would rather open out into the great unsaid than close 

themselves in a final, satisfying resolution. 

The other thing to note, when looking for traces of industrialism in the Victorian novel, is social 

formlessness. If the anxieties of progress reflect one axis of industrial change, namely economic 

growth, anxieties of social formlessness reflect the other: population growth. Industrialism, remember, 

refers to the breaking of a trap, and that trap had two pinching halves: limits to economic welfare on the 

one side and limits to population on the other. Escaping from the Malthusian world meant not only that 

the economy could grow in a sustainable way but that populations could grow alongside. 19
th

-century 

England saw nearly a tripling in population, from some 10 million to over 30 million. Even more 

important—for lived experience as for Victorian writing—was the bias towards large communities. 

Whereas, in 1800, London was the only city with over 100,000 people, by 1900 there were over thirty 

cities of that size.
xv

 And one consequence of this shift from village life to towns and cities was a change 

in the conception of society itself. This is the reason that the category of the ―social‖ gained a new kind 

of empirical coherence and attracted new scientific interest (as Mary Poovey has described so 

eloquently).
xvi

 It is also the reason the word ―social‖ became so politically contentious: Robert Owen 

talked about social-ism as versus Individual-ism; William Lovett thought ―social reformation‖ was the 

key to ―social happiness‖; Engels thought the key to change was ―social war.‖
xvii

 More than anything 
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else, radical change meant radical social change. 

If we wanted, we could follow these debates about the need for social change back to the same 

social problem novels that we left in the previous section. That would certainly be one way to integrate 

them into this new story of industrialism. Ultimately, though, such a path would still be too narrow, and 

if we want to clear a broader one we need to think less specifically about social conflict and more 

basically about everyday social experience. The sheer number of people that an average 19
th

-century 

Englishman encountered on a daily basis was orders of magnitude higher than the number his 

grandfather did. More to the point, the amount of information required to keep track of those new 

people was similarly enormous. Social life had given way to something more like a social system, 

something so abstract that it was difficult to fathom, directly. Indeed, a whole new language developed 

to make sense of this apparent senselessness: the language of statistics. Yet, for all its power, statistics 

was not particularly well suited to literary expression. Instead, the most forceful, the most memorable, 

the most characteristic literary response to the expanding scope of social interaction was simply to give 

voice to the experience of unfathomability. 

There are, I should say, good examples of this in the social problem novel itself. In fact, if we 

start there and then move into the wider seas of the Victorian novel, we can get a good sense for how, 

precisely, the new approach to industrialism expands our understanding of industrial literature. Here, to 

begin with, is another passage from Disraeli's Sybil: 

There is no community in England; there is aggregation, but aggregation under 

circumstances which make it rather a dissociating than a uniting principle…A density of 

population implies a severer struggle for existence, and a consequent repulsion of 

elements brought into too close contact.  In great cities men are brought together by the 

desire of gain.  They are not in a state of co-operation, but of isolation, as to the making 

of fortunes; and for all the rest they are careless of neighbours. (71-2) 



 22 

Once upon a time, Disraeli tells us, there was a sense of community in England. Today, unfortunately, 

there is none. In what amounts to a bitter paradox, the increasing ―density of population‖ has made 

society more diffuse, rather than more tightly integrated. So where co-operation once reigned, now 

isolation prevails; and where fellow-feeling once governed, now there is only an anarchy of 

aggregation. The sentiment here is bleak but hardly idiosyncratic. It is something that you find in 

Carlyle, F. D. Maurice, Cooke Taylor, and Marx—to name just a few. Indeed, if there's one thing to 

note about this quotation from Disraeli it is that it seems familiarly essayistic—perhaps even prosaic. 

Where, we might ask, are its more literary features? Where are the techniques and strategies that give 

literature its unique intellectual and aesthetic powers (figural language, mixed perspective, polysemy, 

emplotment, etc.)? Disraeli's lines may tell us something about industrialism, but what do they tell us 

about industrialism and the novel? 

Contrast, for instance, this famous bit from Hard Times: 

Seen from a distance in such weather, Coketown lay shrouded in a haze of its own, 

which appeared impervious to the sun's rays. You only knew the town was there, 

because you knew there could have been no such sulky blotch upon the prospect without 

a town. A blur of soot and smoke, now confusedly tending this way, now that way, now 

aspiring to the vault of Heaven, now murkily creeping along the earth, as the wind rose 

and fell, or changed its quarter: a dense formless jumble, with sheet of cross light in it, 

that showed nothing but masses of darkness. (111) 

What was description, in Disraeli, becomes figuration in Dickens. It is not people that we see here, but 

haze, soot and smoke; disaggregated particles standing in for disaggregated individuals. Society, 

community—these things are present only by loose implication: in the word ―masses‖ for instance, or 

the presupposed fact that every town must have its townspeople. You might even be tempted to dismiss 

the connection between this ―dense formless jumble‖ of ―soot and smoke‖ and the dense formless 
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structure of industrial society if it weren't reinforced by passages throughout the novel (not least of all 

those far-distant ―teeming myriads of human beings‖ that Gradgrind surveys from his observatory.) The 

great genius of this moment in Dickens lies in its ability to use the figural resources of literature to 

square the circle of industry, industrialism, and society. Factories produce soot; factories attract 

alienated hands; soot becomes a figure for the new mass of alienated hands—a doubled figure, in fact, 

connected both through the metonymic chain of factory-soot-hand and the metaphor-system of 

formless, indistinct things. 

It is an elegant, literary solution, and it found a broad resonance in Victorian literature—well 

beyond the confines of the social problem novel (sometimes, beyond the genre of the novel itself, as for 

instance in the smoky world of Tennyson's Idylls of the King). Dickens himself returned to it for the 

opening tableau of his later Bleak House, where in fact he gave his anaphora of "fog" a new figural 

potential. Unlike the soot in Hard Times, which is so thickly negative and so baleful to all coherence, 

this fog seems to compose a kind of integument, a thin tissue binding the city together. Bleak House's 

fog, in other words, is both a metaphor for incoherence and a testament to incipient solidarity. 

Something of this same duality also shapes George Eliot's Middlemarch, the novel she wrote 

immediately after Felix Holt. In fact, thinking about fog in these terms—as a widespread and evolving 

figure for the restructuring of society under the pressure of industrialism—provides a new way of 

understanding Eliot's social vision. To simplify a bit, the word most often associated with this vision is 

probably organic. Society, she is wont to say, is held together like a web; or moves together like a river; 

or, in one of Middlemarch's richest poetic epigraphs, sings together on waves of sound: 

How will you know the pitch of that great bell 

Too large for you to stir? Let but a flute 

Play 'neath the fine-mixed metal: listen close 

Till the right note flows forth, a silvery rill: 
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Then shall the huge bell tremble – then the mass 

With myriad waves concurrent shall respond 

In low soft unison.
xviii

 

If it is not immediately clear that these lines are about social form, rather than say the acoustics of bells, 

the evidence is nonetheless there---most directly in that pointed word "mass," and most profoundly in 

the final cadence, where the ''mass" is made a chorus of individuals, singing in "low soft unison."  

Though the whole of society may seem overgrown or unwieldy, the right cause, the right ideal, the right 

note will show its resounding harmony. 

 Fog is different, even if it, too, stands in for unwieldy society. As Lydgate, for instance, 

struggles to advance his fledgling medical practice, he is routinely frustrated by the ignorant chatter of 

the townspeople. Yet, he decides not to intercede, believing instead that it would be ―as useless to fight 

against the interpretations of ignorance as to whip the fog‖ (449). Fog is his figure for the great, 

impenetrable, resistless, and stupid world of the many. And for him at least, this fog is never lifted; if 

anything, it gains in force as the novel progresses. In the end, it is just this foggy and diffuse world of 

gossip—specifically, the wafting presumption of Lydgate's association with Bulstrode—which seals 

Lydgate's fate and conclusively ends his ability to work his calling. And there is fog, as well, in 

Lydgate's personal life. It races him home, one could say, for it is already there when he returns to 

escape from the "infamous suspicions" (756) that have ruined his public reputation. Confessing his 

failure to his wife, and hoping to be forgiven, he finds instead a ―chill fog which had gathered between 

them‖ (757). Right or wrong, public opinion has seeped across the threshold, consenting as it were not 

just to the failure of his profession but to the equal failure of his marriage. 

The chattering voices that make up Middlemarch's fog are not exactly those of chorus 

resounding with the sound of a single bell. Here, the resonance is more baleful than beautiful, and its 

effect on the people we care about most is particularly lamentable. Yet, there also seems to be a 
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grudging respect for its breadth and authority. The idle many who compose this fog are not put down, 

as they might easily be with a stroke of the authorial pen or the rising of a fictional sun. Instead, they 

are allowed their victory. And part of the question, in Eliot, is whether that is a just victory, or simply 

an inevitable one. How much should we value this potent social fog, with all its energy of inchoate 

organization? No doubt, we would prefer a world in which both the crowd and our Lydgate can emerge 

triumphant, but what if that is not among the choices. What if the desire for social cohesion--and the 

fear of that diffuse, disaggregated society that Disraeli and Dickens both espy--means that we must take 

coherence as we find it. Put differently, what happens if, when the bell starts trembling, we discover 

that we don't much like the sound it makes---or that it drowns out the voice of a favorite singer. This is 

the kind of vexed, social question that only becomes visible through the Middlemarch fog.  

More generally, these were the terms—fog, smoke, formless, mob—which Eliot and her peers 

used to capture the social transformations of industrialism. In order to see this, however—in order to 

connect the figures of social formlessness with the unfolding of industrial change—we have to rethink 

the meaning of industrialism itself. In particular, we have to recognize that it involves something more 

than the rise of industry, with its factories, machines and class conflicts. Its most revolutionary effects 

were tied, instead, to the emergence of a new economic and demographic dynamic beyond the reach of 

Malthus and his long-effective trap. Focusing on this broader dynamic allows us to finally escape the 

hold of the social problem novel and expose a wider field of influence. Only if we replace the old, 

outdated story of industrialism with a new, updated version, in other words, can we produce a more 

complete account of industrialism and Victorian novel. 
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