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The Bond of Sisterhood in Wives and Daughters
TANAKA Takanobu

The nineteenth century in England was the century of women in the sense that for the first time
women' s issues were seriously talked about in public forums. Sisterhood was the usual metaphor
for the union of women in gender struggle. When discussing the sisterly relation between Molly and
Cynthia in Elizabeth Gaskell' s Wives and Daughters (1864-66), we have to take into account such a social
movement. Their relation is regarded as representing the encroachment of modernity on the gender
plane in a slow transition over the whole work.

Molly' s close bond with Cynthia becomes a motive for the former to make the first step toward
independence from a father-daughter relationship based on a patriarchal discourse. It ultimately
establishes a new bidirectional relation between Mr. Gibson and Molly after confrontation and makes her
change into a grown-up woman with sexuality. Cynthia also learns unconditional love from Molly. Both
of them grow up into better beings through reciprocal love and influence.

What becomes plain through this sisterhood is that the dichotomy of women into Una and Duessa is
merely male egocentric fiction and Una is not opposed against Duessa. There we can find, as it were, a
female viewpoint. Gaskell shows that the permissible limits for women' s activities in society are wider
than generally thought. A woman is presented as one with the abilities to judge and act on one's own
initiative and also possessing sexuality.



