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Many early Victorian writers viewed the novel as a way of drawing public attention to 

problems outside of the reader´s ordinary knowledge. In the preface to Mary Barton, for 

example, Elizabeth Gaskell attests to her need to write about “the unhappy state of things” 

between owner and worker, with the implication that this might contribute to a “public effort” 

to ameliorate the situation. The novels under discussion in the submitted BA thesis rely on an 

engaging plot and detailed description of the life of the poor, but together with the realistic 

description there are frequent elements of melodrama and sentimentality, the novels have also 

been criticised for lack of cohesion. Previously rather condemned for various reasons the 

social problem novel has seen revived interest. For example, the eccentricities and 

incoherence of Brontë´s novel has been explained because of its allegorical significance. 

Therefore, Shirley is not just an everyday story of Yorkshire folk, but contains several 

penetrating insights into the oppression of women by men, of workers by masters, although 

the two themes are not particularly well integrated in the third-person narrative. 

 The choice of authors for analysis in the thesis is particularly pertinent. All three were 

somehow connected by a professional and also personal relationship. Elizabeth Gaskell met 

Charlotte Brontë in 1850 and they became friends until Brontë´s death five years later. Then 

was Gaskell asked to write up her friend´s autobiography. The publication of Gaskell´s first 

novel drew the attention of many established writers, including Carlyle and Dickens, the latter 

of whom invited her to write for his periodical Household Words. North and South was 

published there during 1854 to 1855. The serial form did not quite convene with Gaskell´s 

intended plot climaxes and the collaboration was rather frustrating for both author and editor. 

This fact may also have contributed to some inconsistencies in the structure. Moreover, 

Gaskell took into account previous criticism of her first novel that she was unfair to owners 

and here she made Margaret Hale not just an individual but also a symbol of the adjustment to 

change necessary in the new industrialized England.  

I find the submitted thesis very well and logically structured. The choice of texts 

relevant. Nevertheless, the inclusion of Hard Times is rather problematic as its main concern 

is elsewhere and even its treatment in the thesis does not argue very well for its inclusion.  

The analysis and argumentation are quite in keeping with academic standards. 

However, I do have a few questions and/or comments. My first is about the terminology of 



genre. I realise that literary sources use fairly interchangeably the terms of industrial novel, 

social problem novel or condition of England novel. Nevertheless, is there some shift as to 

which decades and types of texts make preference for any of these? Which term would be 

most appropriate for all three texts in the thesis? There seems to be a very arbitrary 

interchange of these in the Czech abstract. (Among others, there are a few other problems in 

the abstract: Riots is translated as povstání. Why is Zlé Časy capitalized like this? Also, the 

Introduction talks of the whole Victorian era in relation to the social problem novel, but 

would it not be more appropriate to think in terms of the early Victorian era for which indeed 

social conflict is quite characteristic. The middle years of the Victorian era are referred to as 

the Age of Equipoise and the novels shift in their focus. Therefore, the dates of publication of 

the individual novels would have helped in readerly orientation as to the timeline.  

Otherwise, the text of the BA thesis is well written in fine academic style with only 

few errors (mainly in the usage of articles). Overall, due to some reservations, I recommend 

the BA thesis for defence with the mark of very good (v e l m i   d o b ř e).  
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