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Summary

Literary Representations of Parent-Child Separation

Masae Kawatsu

This paper examines the representation of parent-child separation in
English literature from the mid-eighteenth century, the time of the
emergence of the novel and children’s book, to the late nineteenth century.
The Victorian era in particular saw so-called “orphan literature” or “orphan
stories” flourishing. According to Laure Peters in Orphan Texts (2000), it was
not because “orphans needed a family” but because “the family needed
orphans.” In other words, the Victorian era was when the ideal British
family—a modern family consisting of white middle-class parents and their
legitimate, beloved children—was in crisis, so it needed a scapegoat, an
orphan.

In the Victorian era, many novels, including those of Charles Dickens,
depicted poor, lower-class orphans. Most novels from the mid-eighteenth
century to the Romantic era, however, portray orphans who come from
middle-class families or whose father or mother is upper class. A solitary
exception is Moll Flanders whose single mother is a lower-class criminal.
While other orphans are brought up by their relatives or parents’ friends,
Moll is left to the care of the parish. On the other hand, children’s books,
regardless of the era, feature orphans from the poor lower classes as
protagonists. Their caregivers are not their relatives but strangers. Some
books from the Victorian era portrayed pagan orphans too. These features
seem to be relevant to the reports of the symposium at the conference of

the Victorian Studies Society of Japan held on 19 Nov. 2022.

Studies in Victorian Culture, No. 21 (2023)
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The paper then takes a closer look at The History of Little Goody Two-Shoes
(1765), the first really successful children’s book to feature an orphan story.
It has several points in common with subsequent orphan stories. For
example, they always have a happy ending because the orphaned
protagonist, like Goody Two-Shoes, is characterized by being deeply
religious. In The Orphan’s Friend (c. 1842) published by the Religious Tract
Society, Mr. Freeman was an orphan when a child and now succeeds in
business. He tells orphans for whom he takes cares that God watches them
as “the father of the fatherless child.” Charlotte Elizabeth Bowen’s Cared For
(1881) also illustrates two orphaned siblings who wander to find their own
happy home, keeping in mind their mother’s dying words, “God will give
you a home.” On their way, they don’t want to prolong their stay with the
gipsy family because they are not Christian. The illustration facing the last
page of the text suggests the ideal family of the Victorian middle class has

become an ideal for the lower class by the late nineteenth century.





