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With the influence of her Unitarian upbringing and the spirit of
individualism and attention to the common life she inherited from
Romanticism, Elizabeth Gaskell was, not surprisingly, among the first
novelists to turn to the social problem of the fallen woman. “Elizabeth
Gaskell never doubted,” Coral Lansbury argues, “That she was born
with the right and the ability to change society” (15). In Ruth, she
undertook to do just that. The novel grew from her own personal
missionary action; it tests current moral positions; and it requires
reinterpretation of conventional beliefs. In Ruth Gaskell ruthlessly
suggests to Victorians that they invert vice and virtue, sinner and saint
in the case of a particular fallen woman, who is in much the same
situation as Pasley, the prostitute “rescued” by Gaskell herself.

In 1849 Gaskell undertook to help a poor sixteen-year-old prostitute
named Pasley. As Gaskell explains in a letter to Charles Dickens,
Pasley was the daughter of an Irish clergyman, who died when she was
two, and an indifferent mother, who, when she remarried, abandoned
her—when Pasley was only six—to an orphan school and a guardian
uncle. At fourteen, she was apprenticed to a dressmaker whose business
failed. Her second placement was with a dressmaker of “profligate”
character, who arranged for her seduction by a surgeon called in when
she was sick. She wrote to her mother but never heard from her during
her entire apprenticeship. She lapsed into prostitution, drinking, and
theft for four months at the encouragement of women who took her from
the penitentiary (Chapple and Pollard 98-9). Gaskell had found her
imprisoned for theft and was so touched with her case that she wrote to
Charles Dickens for a reference to Angela Burdett-Coutts. Coutts did
rescue work among fallen women, enabling many to emigrate to
Australia. Dickens not only replied but helped with the emigration to
the Cape.

In the case of Pasley, Gaskell showed herself active in word and
deed in social service. According to Gerin, she visited her three times a
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