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The Chronology of Wives and Daughters
1. Introduction
2. Chronology

Historical references to Catholic Emancipation Act (ch. 23)
 and the opening of the railway line between Birmingham and London (638; ch. 57) are the two key factors in determining the chronology of this fiction. Because of Gaskell’s careless dating, it presents a slightly different version depending on which element we choose as its basis. One based on the first controverts the second, and vice versa. The following argument explains why the first reference is more appropriate than the second as the ground for the chronology even though the choice leaves some contradictions unsolved.
At the beginning of her story, the narrator hints at its focal centre being on the conflict between masters and workers by inserting the comment contrasting the two:
I do not know whether it was on a holiday granted by the masters, or a holiday seized in right of Nature and her beautiful spring time by the workmen. I know that this is not really the case [. . .] but what I wish to impress is what the workman feels and thinks. (2)

� Gaskell 271. Page references hereafter in the text.


� The purport of this comment is embodied in her narration of Barton’s lamentation: “John Barton’s overpowering thought [ . . . ] was rich and poor; why are they so separate, so distinct, when God has made them all? It is not His will that their interests are so far apart. Whose doing is it?” (198-99).





