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... a town of red brick, or of brick that would have been red if the smoke and
ashes had allowed it; but as matters stood it was a town of unnatural red and black, like the
painted face of a savage. It was a town of machinery and tall chimneys, out of which
interminable serpents of smoke trailed themselves for ever and ever, and never got uncoiled.
It had a black cannal in it, and a river that ran purple with illsmeliing dye, and vast piles ot
buildings full of windows where there was a ratlling and trembling all day long, and where
the piston of the stram-engine worked monotonously up and down, like the head of an

elephant in a state of melancholy madness.®

*Charles Dickens : A tales of two cities.
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Late-Victorian novelists concentrated almost exclusively on the problem of urban
poverty. Although this period saw riots in London, serious strikes in several industries, an
unprecedented growth of Trade Union menbership and the emergence of an independent
Labour party, there were verylfew worthwhile novels written on these subjects. This is not
to say that novelists ignored the basic issue of potentially explosive class relationships;
merely that they stressed just one manifestation of it; that, like Besant, they were
concerned more with reform than revolution. Socialism in the late-Victorian working-class
novel plays a part similar to that of Chartism in the industrial novels, in the while the fear of
class war is never really faced, it is also never far from the surface.’

In the eighteenth century the words used to describe social divisions were
‘rank’ , ‘order’ , ‘state’ , ‘station’ or ‘degree’ and when referring to specific economic
groups, ‘interests’. The lower classes in this sense’ did not constitute an ‘interest’ but
existed as separate, occupational groups, largely isolated from each other, both ideologi-
cally and geographically. As Diana Spearman has pointed out: ‘There is no evidence that
these groups considered themsejves to belong to one class ; indeed it is most unlikely that
they did, for there was nothing to unite them: their interests were not identical and there
was no theory to persuade them they were.” The term ‘working class’ (as distinct from
lower class' which had existed earlier) seems first to have appeared around 1815, and by

1824 the word ‘class’ was firmly established as a social label.

% pJ Keating The Working classes in Victorian fiction. (1972) w1 8, 10, 11
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Feminine fashion (below), contrasted
with feminist fashion (right).

THE VICTORIA AND ALBERT MUSEUM
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This sense of class oneness is conveyed more than anything else by the stark
hostility of the industrial-town landscape (varied only by areas of appalling slums), and by
the uniform tone of seriocusness adopted by the novelists. Just as the novels were written
because of a social problem, so are the characters treated with a moral intensity that is
always directed towards heightening the tragedy of the working-class situation. Where
there are efforts to present a more inclusive view of working-class life, these take the form
of lingering remnants of an older, more communally centred, rural culture which is rapidly
being subverted by the mass regimentation of industrialism., Families are still shown
helping each other in moments of distress: they may even be entertained by a song or
have a drink in the pub, but the most striking thing about such gatherings is the
atmosphere of solemnity that prevails. Rarely do these characters exhibit any feeling of
spontaneous joy or happiness. Nobody in an industrial novel laughs, makes jokes or
dances.®

The great changes in the basic structure of working-class life brought about by
the twin forces of urbanization and industrialism are reflected in entirely different ways in
the two literary traditions. While the industrial novel adopts the idea of town life as
comprising two large, economically interdependent, conflicting class groups, the urban
novel stresses more than ever before the variety and mystery of the London streets. |t
‘highlights individual types, especially the bizarre and grotesque, and concentrates on what
distinguishes lower-class groups from each other rather than what unifies them, on the
idea of contrast rather than conflict.’
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PJ Keating The Working classes in Victorian fiction, (1972) v 8, 10, 11.
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A picture from Punch in 1867 suggested by the ideas on man’s
origin put forwerd in Darwin’s The Origin of the Species
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