
In an article of 1894 reflecting back on ‘A Century of Feminine Fiction’, a
writer for All the Year Round lamented the demise of morality and conven-
tionality in the modern novel: ‘the fin-de-siècle female novelist can scarcely
be congratulated on her ‘delicate wit’ or ‘pure moral feeling’ … she revels in
‘risky’ subjects, and loves to deal with them in the most risky fashion’.1 One
of the riskiest subjects which the fiction of the 1890s addressed was the death
of children and its social implications, reflecting contemporary concerns
about working mothers and the costs of bringing up children. Whereas infant
mortality still evoked a set of assumptions about working-class life, disease
and squalid domestic conditions, the New Woman plot lingered on the mod-
ern heroine’s antipathy towards motherhood, suggesting that performing the
role of mother interfered with her desire to work and her friendships with
other women. Ella Hepworth Dixon’s 1894 novel, The Story of a Modern
Woman, centres on the heroine’s struggles to sustain herself both financially
and emotionally through her writing, implying that the modern woman
selects work over sexuality and motherhood. Constructing the story of the
modern woman became a major concern of the New Woman writer. As Jane
Eldridge Miller has argued, ‘what was most new about New Woman novels
were their heroines’; they sought to depict women engaged in personal rebel-
lion and the challenging of social norms, seeking alternative social and sex-
ual lifestyles.2 For George Egerton, renowned for her short story collections
with their frank and subversive expressions of female sexuality, the ‘mater-
nal instinct’ provided both a potent source of female fulfilment and a way of
exploring issues relating to women’s economic dependency on men. I shall
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be discussing the correlations between Egerton’s unmarried heroines in Dis-
cords and the representations of working-class mothers in George Moore’s
Esther Waters, published in 1894, showing how the contemporary practices
of baby-farming and infanticide contributed to fictional representations of
bad motherhood and the economic vulnerability of women.

Medical and Social Views of Motherhood

In the 1890s motherhood was an intensely topical issue, as anxieties about
the falling birthrate and the future of the race precipitated a moral panic
about woman’s ambivalent attitudes to childbearing and the responsibilities
it entailed. With the rise of the eugenics movement which aimed to improve
racial purity by promoting ‘fit’ motherhood and healthy offspring, it was
recognised that ‘the standards of mothers must be improved’ and the concept
of motherhood made to seem ‘more desirable’.3 Britain’s imperialist vision
was threatened by a new generation of women who were increasingly seek-
ing to limit the size of their families. As Lucy Bland has argued, this trend
towards family limitation was linked in public discourse to ‘the invidious
effects of feminism’, as middle-class women were perceived to be ‘“shirking”
their “racial” duty to breed’ by selecting careers or higher education over
motherhood.4 Working-class women were also criticised for their attempts
to combine bringing up children with employment;5 factory workers were
singled out as particular offenders in this area, frequently leaving children in
the care of others in order to bring in a wage to keep them alive. In 1891 the
Factory Act prohibited women from returning to factory work within a
month of confinement, indicative of more general attempts to regulate mar-
ried women’s employment in the early days of the growing child-welfare
movement.6 Despite the eugenists’ attempts to glorify and purify the mater-
nal role, what became known as the ‘elevation of motherhood’,7 by the turn
of the century the increase in ‘bad’ mothers who worked outside the home
and ‘unnatural’ women who rejected motherhood altogether suggested that
Victorian ideals of family life were in crisis.8

It has been suggested by Anna Davin that in this period ‘the ideology of
motherhood transcended class, even though its components had different
class origins’.9 Certainly, it was by no means a particular social group which
was exclusively targeted by eugenists, doctors, feminists, politicians and gov-
ernment officials, as the links forged between the maternal instinct, econom-
ics and social identity were being explored in relation to all women. Both
working-class women and middle-class New Women were blamed for their
antipathy towards motherhood as the state of modern femininity was singled
out as the source of social danger. Historians of child murder have noted that
celebrated cases such as the trial and execution of Margaret Waters for baby-
farming in 1870 enabled the construction of ‘the dichotomy between natural
motherhood and bad anti-mothers’ to spread from medical discourse to
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achieve wider cultural significance, so that it could be implied that ‘all moth-
ers were suspect’ and needed policing.10 Fears of maternal deviance, of the
‘bad anti-mother’, did not die down after the 1870s as has sometimes been
assumed, but remained constant and extended to include women from all
walks of life. As Jill L. Matus has argued in her reading of the medical regu-
lation of maternal deviance in the 1860s, ‘the discourse of maternal instinct
and its perversions serves to inscribe class differences as differences among
women, and to naturalise the distinctions between middle-class mothers and
deviant others’.11 Debates about the maternal instinct could not then be
divorced from questions of class and economics, yet transgressions from the
maternal norm were liable to be judged in terms of a more generalised
deviant femininity which did transcend class boundaries.

Anti-feminist vilification of the New Woman concentrated on her rejec-
tion of maternity, which was widely perceived to be unnatural. Eliza Lynn
Linton complained that such women ‘repudiate [marriage] as a one-sided
tyranny; and maternity, for which, after all, women primarily exist, they
regard as degradation’.12 Grant Allen related this feeling on the part of ‘mod-
ern women agitators’ to the unsexing of women and the destabilisation of
gender boundaries. He argued vehemently, ‘Women ought … to glory in
their femininity. A woman ought to be ashamed to say she has no desire to
become a wife and mother.’13 As the actions of unmarried middle-class
women violated the codes of what was construed as ‘natural’ or ‘normal’
femininity, such women seemed much closer to their working-class sisters,
tired of the burden of perpetual childbearing and unwanted children. The
debate around motherhood questioned the validity of traditional Victorian
family values, suggesting that working women, for example, might lead
more fulfilling lives than full-time mothers and that a spinster’s life was not
as sterile as many imagined. To the conservative mind, femininity without
maternity was like a summer without sun, unnatural beyond belief. As All the
Year Round proclaimed with vigour, ‘Either a woman is a woman, and
proves it by fulfilling the functions which she was sent into the world to ful-
fil, or she is what? – a nameless thing, a freak of nature’.14 Female identity
was also inseparable from maternity in the words of Eliza Lynn Linton, who
proposed:

The raison d’être of a woman is maternity … The continuance of the race in
healthy reproduction, together with the fit nourishment and care of the
young after birth, is the ultimate end of women as such; and whatever tells
against these functions, and reduces either her power or her perfectness, is
an offence against nature and a wrong done to society.15

Burdened with sole responsibility for the ‘continuance of the race’, women
who declined to be mothers not only sinned against themselves but against
‘nature’ and ‘society’, by neglecting to care for children. Female power could
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only be achieved through observance of such duties. Even those who pur-
ported to be on the New Woman’s side expressed some uneasiness about her
tendency to ‘neglect homes and children for the sake of amusement’.16 One
of the lone voices of support for this antipathy to maternity, Mona Caird,
pointed out that, unlike men, women had to choose between a family and
work in the brave new world of occupations for women. She suggested that,
‘We shall never have really good mothers until women cease to make their
motherhood the central idea of their existence.’17 But neglecting maternal
duties invariably placed the New Woman in proximity to the careless street-
walker or those women using contraception or abortion, who were able to
enjoy their sexualities without fear of conception. The increased emphasis on
sexual pleasure both within and outside marriage at this time meant that
‘women were indulging in sex without any intention to procreate and so
were detaching sexuality firmly from reproduction’,18 as methods of family
limitation ensured that to a certain extent, motherhood did become a choice.
Although contraception was not openly supported by many feminists, it did
carry some associations with women’s rights and the sexual and economic
independence of the New Woman.19 As Henrietta Muller argued in her 1887
speech to the Men and Women’s Club about ‘The Limitation of the Family’,
‘the interests of woman, child and society cannot be secured until and unless
the mother can regulate and control conception’.20

The New Woman effectively transposed her feelings of horror at the poli-
tical disability of women onto the notion of children, rejecting motherhood
as the epitome of social subjection. Anti-feminist propaganda seized on the
figure of the dead baby as an example of the callousness of the New Woman,
whose ‘strong opinions’ were associated with the premature death of others,
in the view of a writer for Macmillan’s Magazine in 1888. It was claimed that
‘glorified spinsters’ amongst other things privately discussed ‘the advantages
of a state-regulated infanticide’, as if killing children were to become part of
a new feminist constitution.21 It was in this context that class boundaries were
threatened as constructing New Women as infanticidal mothers partially
erased their differences from working-class women, a strategy repeated in
other forms of feminist discourse. As Mrs Roy Devereux argued in her anti-
marriage tract, The Ascent of Woman (1896), the maternal instinct was in
decline:

[The woman of today] is the very antithesis of the one unceasing mother
whose reckless fertility ruined her mentally and physically at thirty …
already she has seen enough to make her recoil with horror from the heed-
less motherhood which was accounted the glory of the instinctive woman.22

This suggested that childbearing constituted an attack on female health
which women were no longer prepared to endure, as it was not socially
recognised. Categories such as ‘the woman of today’ and ‘the instinctive
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woman’ also exist outside definitions of class, as both poor women and 
middle-class spinsters are implicated in the rejection of a lifetime of preg-
nancies. The terms of feminist protest were to be used in one of Egerton’s
stories, which also suggests that ‘the one unceasing mother’ is an ideal for all
classes: in ‘Virgin Soil’, Florence, the runaway wife, claims that all married
women become ‘mere bearers of children conceived in a sense of duty, not
love. They bear them, birth them, nurse them, and begin again without
choice in the matter, growing old, unlovely, with all joy of living swallowed
in a senseless burden of reckless maternity’ (155).23 The reaction against
women as child-bearing ‘machines’ is then common to all ‘women of today’
but particularly married ones.24 However, by constructing herself as an
‘antithesis’ to motherhood, the New Woman was liable to be judged in terms
of deviancy, absorbing the criticism levelled at those ‘bad anti-mothers’ who
will resort to desperate measures in order to limit the family.

Limiting the Family: Abortion, Infanticide and Baby-Farming 
in the 1890s

The tirade against irresponsible mothers in the 1890s was partly galvanised
by the publication of statistics, which revealed that infant mortality rates
‘remained at what contemporaries regarded as an unacceptably high level’.25

In 1899 the rate for England and Wales was 163 out of every 1000 births,
higher than the average for the decade (154) and the average for the 1880s
(142).26 Rather than contextualising the high rate in terms of poverty, poor
housing, inadequate provisions for single mothers and the contamination of
milk supplies, it was explained in terms of maternal inadequacy; as Ellen Ross
suggests, ‘accusations of neglect, ignorance, and even deliberate infanticide
run as a leitmotiv through official discussions of working-class infant
health’.27 Discourses on abortion, infanticide, baby-farming and contracep-
tion drew on a set of common assumptions about the maternal instinct,
illegitimacy and woman’s nature and the differences between the four prac-
tices were often ignored, so that a woman’s capacity to kill children could be
confused with her desire to limit her fertility or to leave children in the care
of others. Carol Smart has addressed the links between practices involving
the death of children and family limitation at this time, and puts forward the
theory that ‘the decline in infanticide would seem to be linked to the
increased availability of safer abortions’.28 Patricia Knight also claims that
abortion was widespread in working-class districts in the 1890s and appeared
to be increasing.29 Abortifacients, or ‘feminine pills’, were advertised in the
press, much to the outrage of the British Medical Journal, which stated dis-
approvingly that ‘remedies’ for so-called cases of ‘obstinate obstruction’ and
for the limitation of families are freely advocated’.30 Moreover, poor women
were prepared to part with a substantial amount of money to secure their
respectability and freedom. Unable to understand the women’s desire to
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distance themselves from the restrictions of large families, the medical
profession was outraged that money could be wasted on such ‘female medi-
cines’.31 The increased concern about abortion in the medical press exacer-
bated the vilification of working-class mothers as unnatural, even though the
‘extensive sale of the most expensive abortion remedies’ provided evidence
that ‘a good deal of discreet middle-class abortion’ was probably also taking
place.32 Feminist historians have noted the correlations between the rise in
abortions and ‘women’s desire for autonomy’,33 even suggesting that it was
‘very much part of female sub-culture’.34 Buying out of motherhood in such
a way testified to women’s refusal to submit to the endless round of bearing
and nursing children, though again the immorality surrounding this practice
meant that it could not be openly condoned by feminists.35

Making a case for infanticide as a woman’s right is clearly more difficult.
Nineteenth-century commentators made the connection between infanticide
and illegitimacy which was based on ‘certain common assumptions about
unmarried mothers as well as coroners’ reports and judicial statistics’.36

However the decline of illegitimacy in the last quarter of the century
prompted an exploration of potential correlations between economic hard-
ship and killing children; more married women were attempting the act.37

Judith Knelman has discussed the case of Amy Gregory, a laundress con-
victed for the murder of her baby in 1895, who evoked sympathy in the
press because of the ‘grim hardships which had transformed the instincts of
a mother into the mad passion of a murderess’.38 One of the questions she
asks in her study of the English murderess is ‘Could harsh economic reality
pervert the maternal instinct?’, a question which is to echo through repre-
sentations of motherhood throughout the century.39 Lionel Rose corrobo-
rates the economic narrative of infanticide, arguing that it cannot be
separated from ‘the economic and sexual vulnerability of women’, particu-
larly the domestic servants who risked instant dismissal without references
at the first signs of pregnancy.40 Many mothers chose to die with their chil-
dren, perhaps signifying their inability to conceive of a life without maternal
roles, or alternatively their attempts to ‘rescue’ the family from poverty.
Press reports of the murder of children rarely offered an explicit commen-
tary on maternity but sought to locate the crime in the poverty of the mother
and the strains of her domestic life. Escaping the workhouse through death,
Jane Kershaw took her children with her, as if to avoid leaving them in the
care of others:

On Saturday, at the same village of Earlsheaton, near Dewsbury, a letter,
which was fastened in the ground by a long hairpin, a woman’s hat, and two
babies’ feeding bottles were found near the side of a dam … The dam was
dragged, with the result that the dead bodies of Jane Kershaw, single
woman, and her twin children, 13 weeks old, were discovered within a
few yards of each other. The young woman had been in the workhouse at
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Dewsbury, but left that institution on Tuesday last. On Thursday she told
someone she had intended to drown herself during the previous night, but
that she was prevented by somebody watching her.41

Rather like some contemporary readings of the Ripper murders, there is a
suggestion that the crimes occurred because the ‘single woman’ left the pro-
tective enclosure of the workhouse and therefore withdrew from organised
society. Ann Higginbotham suggests that similar cases emphasise ‘the diffi-
culties of the single mother’, who finds it harder to cope with bringing up
children than the deserted wife but whose feelings may be at least as strong
as those of the ‘legitimate’ mother.42 The feeding bottles found at the edge of
the dam link the mother’s crime to her refusal to feed her babies. There is a
suggestion that the mother is working as a wet-nurse and therefore unable to
breast-feed her babies, which means the feeding bottles may have contained
the ‘contaminated and adulterated milk normally on sale in working-class
districts’.43 This underlines the economic explanation for her crime, whilst
also implying that she falls into the category of ‘bad anti-mother’ on several
grounds. The leniency towards infanticides towards the end of the century
reflects the acceptance of the validity of such economic explanations, though
the get-out clause of insanity did tend to harness female violence to assump-
tions about maternal deviance, as well as failing to confront the plight of the
single mother.44

The associations between single or working mothers, and the deaths of
children were strengthened by a continuing concern with baby-farming, as
discourses on bad motherhood obscured the need to address state provision
of child care facilities. Although the main baby-farming scandals had taken
place in the 1860s and early 1870s, attempts to regulate child care and to leg-
islate against the provision of nursing services had not resulted in the
expected fall in infant mortality, and women were still being executed for
baby-farming up to the turn of the century.45 Lionel Rose has discussed sev-
eral instances of the maltreatment of infants, detailing the way in which pre-
dominantly working-class mothers, particularly those in domestic service,
left their children in the hands of disreputable midwives with the (perhaps
unspoken) intention of allowing them to waste away under their care.46 The
public denunciation of working mothers from servants to factory workers
who had to pay for child care also meant that there was renewed interest in
the activities of baby-farmers and their clients, as motherhood moved into
the public sphere.47 The practice of baby-farming fanned the flames of anxi-
eties about maternal conduct, introducing the question of the ‘cash nexus’
into a supposedly private, domestic duty and unsettling received notions of
nursing and child care.48 As Arnot perceptively points out, ‘the label baby-
farmer was used to condemn and marginalize child-carers at a time when
strong pressure was coming from the middle class for working-class women
to spend all their time caring for children, their menfolk and the home’.49 In
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a situation where children are ‘unwanted’, nursing is branded as a dangerous
occupation rather than as the essence of womanhood; at a time when male
obstetricians were gaining control over the birth process, the ability to dis-
pose of babies was a dark reversal of the aims of medicine.

Fears about the dangerous working-class mother were compounded with
the baby-farming scare, as both mother and baby-farmer conspired to take an
infant’s life by neglecting the duties required for its care. An article on its pre-
vention in the Lancet of 1891 detailed the ‘ghastly reality’ of the baby-farm-
ing process:

Legally fatherless, practically motherless, many thousands of children annu-
ally born in this country are from birth intended for other than parental
keeping. In many cases they are parted with in order that they may be
forgotten. The ‘nurse’ understands this, and she will, for a suitable
remuneration, … guarantee their disappearance … thus the inconvenient
infant is transferred and absorbed into obscurity. Then follows the well-
known process of neglect, starvation, and death.50

In this scheme of things, all the ‘natural’ processes involved in raising chil-
dren are subverted into cruelty: children live apart from their parents with a
‘nurse’ who aspires to kill her charges. The inverted commas around ‘nurse’
destabilise the whole enterprise of child care, ensuring that infants become
‘inconvenient’ and ‘forgotten’, and mothers have practically no claim to the
label beyond the biological. It is interesting that the piece mentions the lack
of a father, given the usual attempts to downplay paternal responsibility for
illegitimate children.51 Most significantly, babies farmed out to such nurses
were deprived of milk, like Jane Kershaw’s twins whose feeding bottles were
forever out of reach. In 1892, Alice Hockley was charged with sharing a
baby’s daily allowance of one pint with ‘four other persons’, causing the
‘pitiable wreck’ to succumb to an early death.52 With the odds stacked against
them from the moment of their delivery, babies born under ‘needy circum-
stances’ were sacrificed on the altar of female indifference, testifying to the
changing needs of a lower class prepared to pay to dispose of the perpetual
motherhood which held it in submission. What was perhaps more worrying
was the extent of the ‘neglect’ uncovered by police, medical men and char-
ity workers; investigations into baby-farming also served to mobilise a
broader ‘discourse of neglect’ which targeted all working-class women. The
definition of infanticide was widened to include a new category of ‘infanti-
cide by neglect’, referring to deaths due to maternal ignorance or careless-
ness, rather than active violence.53 The baby-farming scandal then tapped
into late-Victorian fears about the evolution of the modern woman and the
dangers of working mothers, questioning the endurance of the maternal
instinct. Similarly, the alarm over abortion and infanticide figures gathered
impetus from the links forged between violence and female work; if earning
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a living meant disposing of children, then the dead baby became a sign of
modernity, indicative of the links between economics and maternity at the
turn of the century.

Egerton’s Representation of the Maternal Instinct

The narrative of economic hardship which underwrote reports of infanticide
and baby-farming meant that the fictionalised death of children invited inter-
pretations based on the social and economic circumstances of the mother. In
the fiction of the 1890s violence towards children and maternal neglect and
indifference featured prominently, providing both a ‘risky’ subject to boost
sales figures and a profound commentary on women’s search for economic
and emotional fulfilment. In the vampire fiction of the period, writers
explored the notion that monstrous women attacked other women’s children
out of frustration at being childless, and possibly barren, themselves. The
vampire novel also specifically implicated the sexually active woman, the
‘demonic mother’, in the death of children, as female vampires by definition
were denied the pleasures of marriage and motherhood. Scenes of seduction
instigated by voluptuous women are often juxtaposed with women attacking
children: in Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897), the three vampire women are
given children to bite to prevent them from biting Jonathan, and the undead
Lucy Westenra delights in sucking the blood of children. The vampiric Har-
riet Brandt in Florence Marryat’s novel, The Blood of the Vampire (1895),
promises to be ‘the best nurse’ Margaret’s baby has ever had, where the
baby’s untimely death seems to comment on the mother’s capacity to leave it
in the hands of unscrupulous nurses. Women are shown to be unable to cope
with the demands of nursing and resentful of their children’s demands and
weaknesses. Infanticide and emotional distress are explored in Florence Bell
and Elizabeth Robins’ play, Alan’s Wife (1893), in which the young mother,
widowed at the beginning of the play, kills her child out of horror at its
deformity and is executed defending her one courageous act at the end;
motherhood is no substitute for her intense sexual love for her dead hus-
band. The fascination with the trials of motherhood then extended across
diverse late-Victorian genres, as a means of addressing the relationship
between femininity, sexual desire and economic inadequacy.

In many ways the New Woman novel intersects with what came to be
known as the ‘new realism’, those tales of working-class hardship popular-
ised by writers such as Gissing, Zola and Hardy at the turn of the century.
George Moore’s Esther Waters exhibits a similar preoccupation with mater-
nity and childbirth, focussing on the unmarried mother battling against the
inequities of poverty and social prejudice. It includes frank descriptions of
the pain of pregnancy and childbirth, as well as a detailed account of the
heroine’s experiences with a potentially murderous baby-farmer. Incessant
childbearing is hailed as the curse of the working-class woman and the source
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of economic hardship in Moore’s novel. Esther’s ailing mother admits, ‘I’ve
’ad a terrible time of it lately, and them babies allus coming. Ah, we poor
women have more than our right to bear with … It is the children that breaks
us poor women down altogether’ (96).54 However, Moore emphasises the
generation gap between mother and daughter with the simultaneity of their
pregnancies: Esther’s mother rightly believes that she will not survive her
confinement and that her baby will die, whereas Esther’s determination
seems to guarantee the health of her son, who bears the physical signs of his
father’s virility and athleticism.

Moore’s handling of the topical issue of baby-farming may have con-
tributed to the novel’s reputation as an immoral read; his novels were fre-
quently withdrawn from Mudie’s library and he conducted a life-long battle
against censorship.55 Yet his work was recognised by reviewers to be ‘emi-
nently moral’,56 perhaps because it ultimately confirmed the endurance of the
maternal instinct: in the Athenaeum’s review of the literature of 1894, it was
praised for its handling of ‘the elemental human affection, the love of mother
for child’.57 In the novel, Moore pointed the finger at the practice of wet-
nursing as the cause of the increase in demand for baby-farmers. As Esther’s
savings are used to finance her sister’s emigration, she leaves her baby with a
baby-farmer and acts as wet-nurse for the sickly child of the affluent Mrs
Rivers, suckling her employer’s baby instead of her own. Whilst it is sug-
gested that working-class women are physiologically formed to nurse healthy
children – the text lingers on Esther’s breasts and the fact that she produces
enough milk to suckle twins – their children’s lives are threatened by their
lack of financial resources, not by their lack of natural, maternal love. Esther
asks, ‘By what right, by what law, was she separated from her child?’ (146)
as she soothes the unease of her employer about her child. Discourses on
maternal neglect do not extend to Mrs Rivers’ refusal to take responsibility
for her child, as wet-nursing is a recognised legal practice, intended to guar-
antee a healthy race; she admits that ‘she was doing no more than a hundred
other fashionable women were doing at the same moment’ (150). In this con-
text both working-class wet-nurses and middle-class women are open to
charges of maternal deviance; as Matus has argued, ‘the wet-nurse … could
be seen as polluting the home of middle-class mothers, encouraging them in
the loss of their maternal capacities’.58

However, Esther’s impassioned speech on the untimely deaths of working-
class children specifically implicates the fashionable New Woman in the
practice of infanticide:

But when you hire a poor girl such as me to give the milk that belongs to
another to your child, you think nothing of the poor deserted one. He is
only a love-child, you say, and had better be dead and done with … fine
folks like you pays the money, and Mrs Spires and her like gets rid of the
poor little things. Change the milk a few times, a little neglect, and the poor
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servant-girl is spared the trouble of bringing up her baby and can make a
handsome child of the rich woman’s little starveling. (151)

The text then outlines the class implications of the separation of mothers and
children, as the raising of healthy babies depends upon the deaths of
neglected and undernourished working-class infants. Cancelling out illegiti-
macy and the signs of illicit sexual liaisons, the neglect of the baby-farmer
effectively promotes a healthy race ensuring that the sickly child of rich par-
ents is nourished by the milk of the fitter working-class girl. As Richard Allen
Cave has argued, the baby-farming incidents provide ‘a powerful nightmare
symbol of the condition of the poor generally with its patterns of extortion
and victimization’.59 To the baby-farmer herself, the deaths of lower-class
children are essential in perpetuating this economy built on the exchange of
milk and money. Maternal feeling is converted into the satisfaction of earn-
ing money, as the unwanted child restricts the servant-girl’s economic poten-
tial. As Mrs Spires philosophically proclaims, children are ‘an expense and a
disgrace’ (155) and her ‘wilful neglect’ is no more than a welcome response
to the servant-girl’s ‘wish [the babies] had never been born’ (154).

The relationship of maternity to female fulfilment in 1890s fiction
remained uncertain, variously represented as a burden and the source of
regenerative female power. Moore’s baby-farmer loses no opportunity to
point out what she calls ‘the fleeting affection of the ordinary young mother,
which, though ardent at first, gives way under difficulties’ (156). However,
despite, or perhaps because of, severe economic hardship, Esther’s maternal
love is enduring and never falters from the moment she first holds her baby
and feels that ‘she must die of happiness’ as ‘her senses swooned with love’
(126).60 In Egerton’s stories this overwhelming and absorbing feeling seems
unachievable but also potentially dangerous to individuality and personal
development. She includes motherhood in the idealistic manifesto of the
New Woman who will be regenerated by her work and her closeness to her
fellow female workers; it is very much associated with female fulfilment out-
side marriage. Critics have tended to suggest that her stories ‘valorise’ moth-
erhood,61 using as evidence readings of her most famous story, ‘A Cross
Line’, which ends with the heroine’s realisation of her impending pregnancy
and her consequent rejection of sexual passion with her lover, as the pas-
sionate woman ‘commits herself to motherhood’.62 The celebration of the
maternal instinct also features in ‘The Spell of the White Elf’, which dwells
on the development of the emotional bond between an educated but barren
woman and the child she adopts; caring for the child and learning the ‘baby
talk’ which her maid finds so easy is shown to be much more satisfying than
the writing and lecturing of the New Woman. In ‘The Regeneration of Two’,
from her later collection Discords, the poet figure objects to the fashionable
woman’s abhorrence of motherhood. He claims, ‘When I spoke to her of
little children she looked bored, for little children spoil one’s figure and dim

Bad Mothers and Infant Mortaility in George Egerton’s Discords

27



the lustre of one’s eyes’ (193). However, the heroine suggests that the mod-
ern woman’s ‘disinclination to burden [herself] with motherhood’ is a pro-
gression from the time when women were ‘just the child-bearing half of
humanity and no more’ (199). As Lyn Pykett has argued, ‘in Egerton’s work
sexual and maternal feeling are both woman’s glory and her curse’.63 Sally
Ledger’s assertion that ‘Many of Egerton’s women are psychologically and
emotionally “driven” by maternity’ is also helpful,64 as it is often their inabil-
ity to express their maternal feelings rather than the valorisation of mater-
nity which is addressed. Her fiction seeks to negotiate the potential
differences between the maternal inadequacies of the working-class mother
and the New Woman’s disinclination towards maternity, exposing the links
between bad mothering, class and male sexual exploitation.

Assumptions about unmarried mothers and the deviancy of women who
drink are mobilised in both ‘Wedlock’ and ‘Gone Under’, which seek to
locate the death of children within a narrative of economic hardship.
Egerton was heavily criticised for her treatment of dead children in Discords,
which went beyond the limits of the ‘new licence in dealing imaginatively
with life’ which the short story proclaimed.65 An Athenaeum reviewer splut-
tered, ‘Gone Under’ and ‘Wedlock’ are simply revolting studies of drink and
lust and murder (there is no use in mincing matters), and should never have
been printed’;66 significantly these are the two tales from the collection which
deal explicitly with motherhood and infant mortality. In Discords, circum-
stances conspire to facilitate the severing of the mother-child bond, though
the mother’s deviant behaviour is also emphasised – the women who lose
their children are often drunk or out of control. In ‘Wedlock’, the ‘boozed’
and battered heroine tells her lodger of the illegitimate daughter that was
taken away from her, the ‘dear little thing’ whose physical appearance –
‘milk-white’ skin and ‘china-blue’ eyes (130) – was a source of pride to her
doting mother. As Mrs Jones was working as a cook when she fell pregnant,
she paid her step-sister to look after the child whilst she returned to employ-
ment. She is then tricked into marriage by Jones who uses discourses of
maternal neglect to keep her child out of his family: ‘’E says I would neglect
’is children, an’ ’e called ’er names an’ says ’e won’t ’ave no bastard round
with ’is children’ (131). Maternal deviance is clearly signalled by the
woman’s drunkenness and her expressions of hatred and violence towards
her step-children; her lodger overhears her hitting one of them and even
fears that ‘the woman is smothering the child in the bed-clothes’ (129). This
emphasises the carelessness of working-class mothers who were allegedly
suffocating their children by ‘overlaying’, from the habit of children sleeping
with their parents due to over-crowding and poor housing.67 The reader
becomes involved in the complex process of accounting for maternal
deviance, mediating between the unfeeling comments of the bricklayer who
thinks her ‘a noice mother fur iz kids’ (118) and the woman’s heartfelt plea,
‘Don’t think me a bad woman, miss!’ (130).
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The death of the illegitimate child then facilitates the representation of the
neglectful, working-class anti-mother, even as Egerton seems to repeat the
plea that we should revise our assumptions about bad women. Arriving late
at the funeral in an inappropriate pink gown, Mrs Jones’s supposed lack of
maternal instinct is of a piece with her disregard for social customs. It
appears as if she has enlisted the services of a careless baby-farmer, effectively
paying for her child’s death. However, the poignant scene in which the
mother nurses the dead child that she could not afford to bring up herself
suggests that it is poverty which has prevented her from fulfilling her duty as
a mother:

She is crooning a nonsense song she used to sing to her when she was quite
a baby, and the listening women place, but fear to go in. For a long hour
they hear her talking and singing to it; then the man comes to screw down
the lid, and they find her on the sofa with the dead child on her lap, its feet,
in their white cotton socks, sticking out like the legs of a great wax doll. She
lets them take it from her without a word and watches them place it
amongst the white frills, and lets them lead her out of the room (138)

Unresponsive to maternal love, the dead child indexes the social failings of
the bereaved mother, branding her as involved in the production of illegiti-
macy and implicating her in infanticide; in this context the rightful place of
children is in coffins, rather than on their mother’s lap. The report of a
mother’s drowning of her baby printed in an edition of The Times from July
1888 uses almost the same phrase – ‘with a dead child in her lap’ – to gloss
the practice of child-killing.68 Once again, infanticide springs from economic
necessity; the woman and her family are in ‘very needy circumstances’ and
cannot afford to raise the child. The singing signals the maternal bond which
was severed by the unmarried mother’s need to work; such women cannot
protest about their children being taken away. It is also significant that Jones
fails to pass on the news of the child’s illness as well as having refused to sup-
port it financially, suggesting that lack of paternal responsibility may under-
score infant mortality. The shocking end to the story in which the drunken
heroine murders her abusive step-children can be read as an attack on ‘legit-
imate’ children and their inadequate fathers, though it does seem to confirm
links between alcoholism and maternal violence. Ledger argues that ‘the
griefs of ‘illegitimate’ motherhood drive [the heroine] mad’.69 More impor-
tant than the explanation of insanity is the notion that poor mothers become
bad because of their economic dependency on men and an unsympathetic
social system.

The feminist agenda of blaming men for women’s departure from the
model of the good mother is again taken up in ‘Gone Under’, where another
drunken heroine, Edith, struggles against her suicidal tendencies and loss of
control after the death of her child. As in ‘Wedlock’, the focus of the story is
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a dialogue between a childless New Woman and an unmarried mother who
has suffered the loss of a child. This allows the New Woman to take up the
eugenist strategy of the ‘elevation of motherhood’:

I think the only divine fibre in a woman is her maternal instinct. Every good
quality she has is consequent or coexistent with that. Suppress it, and it
turns to a fibroid, sapping all that is healthful and good in her nature, for I
have seen it – we had many girls in the office … Every woman ought to have
a little child, if only as a moral educator. I have often thought that a woman
who mothers a bastard, and endeavours bravely to rear it decently, is more
to be commended than the society wife who contrives to shirk her mother-
hood (100–1)

The office worker’s celebration of the ‘brave endeavour’ of unmarried moth-
erhood over the New Woman’s shirking of her maternal duty does not take
account of class, nor the continuing stigma of illegitimacy. It is only childless
women who speak out in favour of motherhood in Egerton’s stories, as the
maternal instinct becomes distorted by economic realities.70 As Barbara
Brookes argues in her discussion of women’s decisions to limit births, ‘The
rhetoric praising motherhood was at odds with women’s experience of
maternity’.71 The working woman may refuse to believe that Edith is a bad
woman, but her confessions of sexual indulgence and her drunkenness again
prepare the reader for her responsibility for the death of her child.

However, Egerton makes a stronger feminist point in this story by under-
lining the man’s involvement in his child’s death so that maternal instinct is
forbidden by men’s desire to opt out of paternity and its pressures. The ille-
gitimate child of the heroine is classified as ‘still-born’ after a delivery under
anaesthetic effected by a ‘she-devil’ at a notorious establishment.72 Egerton
portrays the baby’s death as the outcome of a conspiracy between doctor and
lover, which emphasises the woman’s lack of choice about the delivery. Edith
calls for her baby and then mistakes her dripping breast-milk for its tears,
craving an emotional bond which is forbidden by society. Crawling into the
adjoining room after the birth, the distraught mother discovers ‘a bundle’
which is her dead baby lying on the floor. Murdered children were often
concealed in ‘bundles’ to be discovered in advanced stages of decomposi-
tion.73 She relates, ‘I couldn’t believe it was dead. I kissed it and tried to warm
it, and I put it inside my nightgown between my breasts’ (99). Both stories
imply that it is only when the baby is dead, that maternal feelings can be
expressed. Edith’s inability to breast-feed her child again evokes the practices
of wet-nursing and baby-farming, highlighting her status as an unmarried
mother. Images of infanticide, illegitimacy and baby-farming cluster around
the figure of the mother, who is upbraided for her failings, even when the
death happens independently of her actions. The mother’s inability to feed
or warm her baby is compounded by her imaginative appreciation of its need
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to be loved: ‘I could feel it at night groping about for me, and the chill of its
poor little hands clung to me’ (100). Deprived of her maternal role and the
economic support of marriage, Edith eventually turns to prostitution, and
describes the soothing pleasures of alcohol both as a way of coping with
social pressures and as a form of infanticide: ‘I drank to kill it’ (102). As the
deaths of children precipitate condemnation of bad mothers, the question of
illegitimacy can then be obscured, though Egerton does clearly signal the
political subtext to infant mortality.74

In order to contest fixed notions of ‘natural’ motherhood, Egerton’s nar-
ratives provided a variety of perspectives on the maternal instinct, focusing
particularly on the difficulties of unmarried mothers and the feelings of fash-
ionable single women eager to opt out of motherhood. Drawing on contem-
porary discourses on bad motherhood in debates around abortion,
infanticide, baby-farming and wet-nursing, both she and George Moore rein-
forced the economic aspects of child care and the lack of state provision for
working mothers. Her stories serve to reinscribe the links between class and
motherhood and to suggest that common assumptions about maternal
deviance and neglect worked to open up ‘a space for the vilification of whole
groups of women’.75 I would suggest that Egerton recognised the modern
woman’s horror of endless reproduction, yet ultimately represented the
death of children as a far from liberating experience for women. Her stories
insist that the economic realities of motherhood and infant mortality cannot
be ignored.
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