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Elizabeth Ann Head 

ABSTRACT 

RHETORIC OF ARGUMENT IN ELIZABETH GASKELL'S 

MARY BARTON AND RUTH 

AUGUST 1996 

Gaskell's two social novels, Mary Barton and Ruth, were significant contributors to 

the nineteenth-century argumentative discourse, and as such, the novels' rhetorical attributes, 

which include logos, pathos, and ethos, define them as arguments for political and social 

reform. Since scholarship has not examined Gaskell's social novels as argumentation, it has 

neglected to see Gaskell's novels as persuasive instruments in social discourse. 

In Mary Barton Gaskell constructs her narrative argument as an a priori argument, 

cause and effect, basing her argument on three causal conditions: (1) poverty leads to 

epidemics, (2) isolation leads to animosity, and (3) exploitation leads to revolt. Chapters 

Two, Three, and Four examine each causal condition as it affects the factory workers, the 

factory owners, and middle-class society. 

In Ruth Gaskell constructs her narrative as a forensic argument to challenge the 

established Victorian moral code and the practice of a double standard of morality. To 

structure her argument, Gaskell uses two rhetorical strategies: the Biblical paradigm--fall, 

redemption, and restoration, and the Biblical triad--woman-Pharisee-Christ, which relates to 

Ruth-Bradshaw-Benson . Gaskell argues that society's moral laws, particularly the double 
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standard, are based on false assumptions about women, and she argues that society's treatment 

of the fallen woman and her "bastard" child reflects a pharisaic attitude and thus contravenes 

Christian principles. 

In both novels, Gaskell strengthens her narrative argument with pathos. In Mary 

Barton and Ruth, Gaskell adds human faces and emotions to the statistics of investigative 

reports on working-class conditions and prostitution. Gaskell's effective use of pathos and 

logos in her argument rests upon the narrator's ethos, or narrative voice. The voice is 

especially effective as it is Gaskell's voice. Gaskell had often visited with the workers in their 

homes during the most desperate times of England's economic depression, and she had 

experiential knowledge and acquaintance with young, working-class dressmakers, female 

prisoners, and outcasts of society. 

From an examination of Mary Barton and Ruth, one gains not only an understanding 

of Gaskell's works as social and historical commentaries but also as artistic constructs in 

argumentation. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

The social novel that emerged in mid-nineteenth-century England reflected the social, 

economic, and political effects of England's shift from an agrarian economy to an industrial 

economy. The shift restructured England's social classes by creating a powerful and wealthy 

middle class and an ever-increasing poor working class. Industry made England a prosperous 

industrial world power whose internal wealth was transferred from the agrarian gentry to the 

middle-class manufacturer and commercial businessman. Politically, the 1832 Reform Bill 

brought an end to the old established landed aristocracy by extending the voting franchise to a 

small segment of the new middle class that had emerged with the industrial revolution. 

Subsequently, the middle-class's wealth gained significant political power to force Parliament 

to set aside the desires of the aristocracy and to yield to public demands for an expanded 

franchise . Furthermore, Parliament gave the wealthy manufacturers complete control over the 

factory system, creating an opportunity for workers to be exploited. The aggregation of these 

circumstances and their ensuing detrimental effects on the working class became public issues 

and the substance of the social novel. Though Gaskell achieved less fame than social novelists 

like Charles Dickens or Disraeli, her dramatic exposure of the extreme suffering of 

Manchester's working-class people in Mary Barton brought her to the literary forefront 

and to the attention of the leading literary giants. Mary Barton offended the middle-class's 
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social conscience, for it attributed to the new middle class the suffering of factory workers, 

but Ruth gained a greater notoriety for its attack on society's pharisaic attitude toward the 

fallen woman. Scholarship has examined Gaskell's social novels as they reflect important 

social, political, and economic issues as well as her stature as an author. Among the 

outstanding studies are Monica Frykstedt's The Early Industrial Novel: Mary Barton and Its 

Predecessors (1980) and "Mary Barton and the Reports of the Ministry to the Poor: A New 

Source" (1980) and Coral Lansbury's Elizabeth Gaskell : The Novel of Social Crisis (1975) . 

Scholarship also examines Gaskell's novels from a feminist perspective. Especially 

noteworthy are Juanita Mantovani's The Feminine World View of Elizabeth Cleghorn Gaskell 

(1974), Arthur Pollard's "Mrs. Gaskell's Young Women" (1992), Enid Duthie's The Themes 

of Elizabeth Gaskell ( 1980), and Aina Rubenius's The Woman Question in Mrs. Gaskell's Life 

and Works (1950). Criticism with a rhetorical approach includes Robyn Warhol's "Toward a 

Theory of the Engaging Narrator: Earnest Interventions in Gaskell, Stowe, and Eliot" (P:tvfLA 

1986) and John Geoffrey Sharps's Mrs. Gaskell's Observations and Invention: A Study of Her 

Non-Biographic Works (1970) .1 In recent years, the scholarship on Mary Barton and Ruth has 

focused largely on issues concerning the image and rights of women. For example, Kristin 

Samuelian's "Women in Political Fiction: Mary Barton, Hard Times, North and South, and 

Felix Holt" examines Gaskell's views of social reform as it affects women in an industrial 

society (DAI 52 (1992) : l 754A). 2 Catherine Stevenson also examines women in industrialism 

in her work "'What Must Not Be Said' : North and South and the Problem of Women's Work" 

(1991 ). Rosalind Slater's "Elizabeth Gaskell: Voice of Lancashire" focuses on Gaskell's idea 
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that social reform was accomplished by social wholeness and reciprocity of Christian love 

(MA 31 (1992): 1505). Other scholarship examines Gaskell's c·oncem with the female image 

and the female's role in Victorian society, for example, Arthur Pollard's "Mrs. Gaskell's Young 

Women" (1992) . Deirdre D'Albertis's "Elizabeth Gaskell and the Victorian Social Text : 

Politics, Gender, and Genre" concludes that Gaskell attempts to conjoin into a single work the 

male industrial novel and the female domestic novel and thus dismantle the structure of the 

"dual spheres" (DAI 52 (1991): 3936A). Virginia Lovering's "Sexual Displacement in the 

Fiction of Elizabeth Gaskell" (DAI 52 (1992): 3940A) analyzes Gaskell's use of the 

displacement of female sexuality into other subjects like religion, nature, or domesticity. 

The work of Angus Easson, J. A. V. Chapple, Arthur Pollard, John Geoffrey Sharps, 

Winifred Gerin, Aina Rubenius, and Winifred Gerin is important for any Gaskell study, 

especially Chapple and Pollard's The Letters of Mrs. Gaskell (1966), Sharps's Mrs. Gaskell's 

Observations and Invention: A Study of Her Non-Biographic Works (1970), and Rubenius's 

The Woman Question in Mrs. Gaskell's Life and Works (1950). Important to biographical 

studies are Angus Easson's Elizabeth Gaskell ( 1979), Winifred Gerin's Elizabeth Gaskell: A 

Biography (I 976), and Chapple's Elizabeth Gaskell : A Portrait in Letters (1980). While these 

studies, which typify scholarship on Gaskell's works, examine her artistry as a writer and her 

perspective of the social issues of her day, there is no discussion of Gaskell's use of argument 

in her social novels, the actual manner in which she presented her subjects. That Gaskell's 

novels seek to persuade the public to initiate social and political reforms gives her novels an 

argumentative intent. Certainly Gaskell's narrative constructs, or narrative arguments, employ 
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ethos, logos, and pathos as a means to persuade the reader that without social and 

governmental intervention certain social and economic conditions have causality. In fact , they 

pose a serious threat to the stability of the nation. In Mary Barton, for example, Gaskell 

dramatically presents the effects of the economic depression of the 1840s on the factory 

workers, putting a human face on the issues while al~o giving graphic images of working-class 

conditions, which numerous published reports conveyed only in numbers and statistics. 3 In 

Ruth, she takes up the cause of the fallen woman, who is the victim of sanctimonious 

judgment by a pharisaical social system. 

Like the works of Dickens, Disraeli, and Kingsley, Gaskell's two works were products 

of England's social, political, and economic unrest from 1830-1850. In particular, the 

industrial novels, including Mary Barton, which are sometimes called "protest" novels, 

focused on the oppression of workers in the large factory towns like Manchester. 4 For 

example, Harriet Martineau's Illustrations of Political Economy (I 834) was the earliest of 

these novels . It was followed by Mrs. Trollope's Michael Armstrong (1840) and Disraeli's 

Coningsby ( 1844) and Sybil ( 1845). The writers condemned the manufacturers' exploitation 

of workers and the workers' violence directed at their oppressors; they invoked the Victorian 

readers' sense of moral obligation to other members of society, appealing to their charitable 

nature to regard the poor as human beings suffering in misery and abject want. 5 They aimed 

to make the Victorian public aware that the potential for a workers' revolt was indeed real ; 

they sought to destroy the image of the worker as a dehumanized extension of the factory 

machine, portraying working-class people as individuals who were not unlike members of the 
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other classes. Guided by a humanitarian spirit, these novelists advocated economic and social 

reform for the masses of poor who were impotent to act or speak for themselves. They 

opined that to England's shame, society and industry had exacerbated the suffering of the poor 

in an effort to increase middle-class wealth. Because many of their novels were published in 

monthly installments in magazines and periodicals, reaching a large public body, the novelists 

were able to exert a strong influence upon society. 

Within this context, one can argue that social novels functioned as argumentative 

discourse, which contributed to the burgeoning intellectual social discourse that occurred m 

the nineteenth century. 6 Scientific progress, religious debates, philosophic movements, and 

social and political issues thrived in "printed discourse"-- magazines, reviews, pamphlets, and 

periodicals. 7 In "Faith and Doubt in the Victorian Age" (1969), Arthur Cockshut refers to the 

Victorian Age as an "age of argument," characterized by "earnestness, and a belief that people 

could be convinced by argument" (26) . 

Though the argumentative discourse of the intellectual movement and the social novel 

addressed many of the same issues, the novel strengthened its arguments through the use of 

pathos, an effective persuasive rhetorical strategy as it enhances staid scenarios and statistical 

tables with human emotions. Just as the intellectual essay might use numbers and facts to 

establish evidence for a claim, the social novelist used an emotion-laden narrative to establish 

evidence for the author's issue or claim. But in such narrative arguments, as in all arguments, 

the base of the argumentation process is the enthymeme, which Aristotle determined is the 

most effective process because it "demonstrates" the thing under consideration (Crem 58). In 
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a similar way, the fictional narrative "demonstrates" ·an issue under consideration by applying · 

the enthymemic process in narrative action. This process directs readers from a proposition to 

a predetermined conclusion. This logical progression does not suggest that the narrative 

argument adheres strictly to the formal structure of the enthymeme, but rather that it has an 

affinity with the structure of the enthymeme. Into the progressive structure of the action, the 

writer adds poetic language and imagery, which are ways of seeing, thinking, and feeling. 

Through this mental process, the reader transforms sensory imput into thought. The 

synthesizing of images evokes emotions in the reader through memories and sensory 

experiences which the reader brings to the narrative discourse. 

Consequently, Mary Barton attempted to stir the reading public to demand action that 

would improve the conditions of the suffering population and to bring about factory reform 

and reconciliation between the owners and their workers, and Ruth attempted to alter society's 

attitude toward fallen women and illegitimate children by portraying them as victims of a 

sanctimonious moral code. To understand the argumentation process in these novels 

necessitates an awareness of the warrant, to borrow Toulmin's term, 8 that undergirds the 

discourse : (I) the conditions of England's industrial system and (2) society's moral code 

regarding women's rights and women's role in society. Over the span of the century, these 

two issues gained prominence as subjects of social and political arguments. Politically, 

socially, and economically, these issues helped redefine England's identity in the nineteenth 

century. 
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I 

The Condition of England's Working Class 

The "Condition-of-England" question, specifically the conditions of the working class, 

was one of the major issues debated in the nineteenth century. England's shift from an 

agrarian economy to an industrial economy transferred most of the social and political power 

from the landed aristocracy to a rising industrial middle class~ in fact, the landed aristocracy 

lost their majority control in Parliament after the Reform Bill in 1832. Needless to say, this 

economic shift also restructured England's entire social structure. Between 1815 and 1830, 

the industrial middle class not only grew in numbers but al~o increased in wealth as a result of 

a diversified economy. 9 The average middle-class income rose fifty per cent, making 

manufacturers, merchants, and financiers the power in England. The 1832 Reform Bill passed 

due to the influence and political power of the wealthy middle-class, who backed the Whig 

party in support of the Reform Bill . The Reform Bill, which led to the aristocracy's loss of its 

majority distinction because of an expansion of the franchise and a redistribution of 

Parliamentary representation, gave greater representation to larger populated areas of factory 

towns. The expansion of the franchise more than doubled the electorate, and eventually in the 

latter part of the nineteenth century, the franchise extended to many of the industrial working 

class (Drabble 816). These major political, social, and economic reforms confirmed the 

middle class's social power and monetary strength, which eventually made the wealthy middle 

class the governing class in the Victorian Age. 
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As middle-class industrialists prospered, England also prospered, becoming an 

industrial giant by 1844 as well as the world leader in manufactured goods made from raw 

materials supplied from other countries. 10 The middle-class's prosperity and England's stature 

as a manufacturing leader, however, depended upon the labor of the working class, which had 

evolved along with industry and the new middle class from 1780 to 1832. By the time of the 

1832 Reform Bill, the working class had become a significant component of British politics 

and its social strata (Thompson 12). The British Quarterly Review (1845) reported evidence 

that Britain's increased wealth from exports and its ensuing prosperity was due to the 

established factory system: the machinery, the machine operators, and the residual operations 

upon which other trades and commerce depended either directly or indirectly ("Debates on the 

Bill" 123). 

England's leadership as the major exporting nation in the world increased the demand 

for more products, more factory machines, and more workers to work longer hours for wages 

set by the factory owner. Furthermore, the rise and fall of foreign trade and the competition 

between factories destabilized the wage scale. Employment depended upon the health of 

trade, which was affected by the labor market~ however, the labor market became flooded 

because of a rapid growth in the working class, an over-production of products, and an influx 

of foreign labor. To secure their interests and control over the workers, the factory owners 

formed a management coterie to ensure a stable number of workers in their factories, to keep 

wage costs under control, and to make it almost impossible for workers to move from factory 

to factory for work. Conditions were made worse for the workers in 1842 when England 



9 

experienced an economic depression: factories closed~ the labor market was flooded with 

experienced unemployed workers who had been replaced by machines. As the 1850s 

approached, Irish immigrants flooded the labor market, bringing down wages and forcing 

many British workers to accept reduced wages or unemployment. Neither worker nor 

machine could withstand the stress of long hours at labor, and the adverse effects of these 

conditions upon the workers became a major issue for factory and social reform. Yet, most 

Members of Parliament supported laissez-faire policies that secured factory owners' position 

of strength and economic power, notwithstanding the innumerable labor problems that existed 

in the factory districts. 

Afraid of upsetting the balance of the factory system, Parliament fought legislation that 

would increase wages and decrease workers' hours. Parliament feared that changes which 

benefited workers would jeopardize England's industrial prominence in the world and would 

decrease her national income. In the 1830s and early '40's, however, the conditions in the 

factory districts and the suffering of the working class poor came to the public's attention, and 

this information led to printed and public arguments on the "Condition-of-England." This 

debate occurred primarily between two social ideologies, which Louis Cazamian calls 

interventionism and individualism. Individualism favored laissez-fair economics, 

Utilitarianism, and freedom to accumulate wealth. Based on the economic ideology of Adam 

Smith, individualism endorsed any policy that encouraged individual liberty to realize profit in 

business. According to Cazamian, individualism postulated self-interest as the prime 

motivation for human behavior in order to achieve pleasure and to avoid pain. The 
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individualists resisted any change that would not preserve the premise that "nature" 

determined that the prosperity of the individual would result in the public common good. The 

self-made, wealthy middle-class men in industry, finance, and commerce who embraced the 

individualist philosophy were highly competitive and proud of their self-acquired wealth. 

They rejected old traditions and laws that would impede their pursuit of wealth; they endorsed 

the motto : "'Each for himself and the law of England for all"' (Cazamian 16). With regard to 

the factory system, factory individualists opposed any legislation that usurped their control 

over the factory system or impeded their efforts to profit gain. They viewed material gain and 

self-interests as vital to preserve the "greatest happiness for the greatest number," omitting the 

working class from the "greatest number" because the omission was a natural necessity to 

enable the majority to live well even though others must endure disadvantages. This view 

originated in Thomas Malthus's principle that the Creator predestined the poor to endure 

constant sickness, starvation, and early death so that the majority could be fed. Thomas 

Malthus in his Essay on the Principle of Population (1798) argued that a great number of the 

population, including the working classes, were by nature fated to early deaths by perpetual 

sickness and starvation because, as Altick confirms, "like war, [ early death] was necessary to 

narrow the gap between the ravenous mouths and food in a state of eternal scarcity" (120). 

Embracing this philosophy permitted middle-class industrialists to eschew their responsibility 

to the working poor, claiming that starvation and disease among the working classes was a 

natural phenomenon whereby the food supply and population could be kept in balance. 
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Interventionism advocated a more egalitarian society and attempted to improve social 

relations with a greater balance of wealth while keeping the class structure in place. 

Middle-class interventionists were a segment of the middle class who encouraged government 

and charitable societies to intervene in the factory system to correct the injustices inflicted on 

the factory workers. Interventionists repudiated the Malthusianism tenet that charity 

encouraged prolonged life among the poor, thus depleting the food supply for the rest of the 

country; they demanded that the government intervene on behalf of the working poor, whom 

Carlyle referred to as the "great dumb toiling class which [ could not] speak" ( Chartism 154). 

The humanitarian spirit of the interventionist movement helped to expose the cruelty 

of the Poor Laws' workhouse system. In the 1830s, the medical profession's grave concern 

for the destitute, unsanitary conditions of the poor and the alarming connection between those 

conditions and the outbreak of epidemics led to an investigation of the conditions of the poor 

districts. The interventionists, aided by the published reports of the conditions among the 

poor, stirred the social conscience of the upper classes into demanding that Parliament 

intervene on behalf of the workers. The British public took more than a casual interest in 

these publications, and as a result social protests criticized policies that tolerated and 

perpetuated the conditions of the suffering poor. Interventionists, however, did not intend to 

eradicate the class structure, but they did demand that society and government extend to the 

poor their human rights to live without disease and starvation and that they not be denied 

human dignity. 
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Without question, individualism and the industrial revolution victimized the 

"proletariat" (Cazamian 62), the lowest class in the social strata. The factory workers lived in 

overcrowded dwellings within overcrowded factory districts. Factory owners exploited the 

entire class of workers. Men, women, and children were forced to work in factories under 

pernicious conditions. Chronic illnesses like cholera and typhoid were constant and "decent 

food was unknown" (Cazamian 63). Factory work was difficult, monotonous, and dangerous. 

Factory machines, which were newly invented, often untested and dangerous, created a 

hazardous environment for the workers . The long monotonous hours at the machines and the 

dull repetitious work depleted the workers' physical and mental energy. Consequently, 

frequent machine accidents occurred that often maimed workers for life, leaving many too 

handicapped to work. The most frequent victims of machine accidents were women because 

of their long skirts and long hair that were easily caught in a machine's mechanisms. In a 

report to Lord Ashley, William Dodd described a nineteen-year-old girl who was so violently 

injured by a spinning machine that she eventually had to have her legs amputated. 11 Since 

workers had no voice in their working affairs and no representation in Parliament, they were 

legally impotent to seek redress for their loss of wages or physical impairment. As factory 

owners assumed no responsibility for worker accidents, injured workers could not depend on 

their employers to compensate their loss. Families were left destitute; workers were at the 

mercy of the factory owners, who through laissez-faire economics had total control over the 

factory system and the workers. 
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Without any legislative regulation in place, factory owners easily exploited the factory 

worker; working hours were unreasonable, child labor was implemented, and wages were in 

flux. In the factory system, men and women usually began their employment at an early age; 

some began as early as five years old. If they survived disease, starvation, or accidents, they 

continued to work through their youth. Men, women, and children worked on the average of 

twelve to fifteen or more hours a day with one meal break, and for this schedule, they earned 

an average of six or seven shillings a week. Workers began their workday at six o'clock in the 

morning, and factory doors were shut ten minutes afterwards. Worker tardiness incurred 

penalties of up to one-half or a whole-day's wages with additional fines for the loss of 

machine operation. During the workday, the workers' food and rest were minimal and 

inadequate. Factory rules prohibited even a woman in her last months of pregnancy to rest or 

sit while working. Fatigue, combined with inadequate food and dangerous working 

conditions, put workers at constant risk for physical injury or infraction of factory regulations. 

Laissez-faire policies ensured the factory owners of complete control over the factory 

system and the labor market since Parliament had adopted a policy of nonintervention in 

management and labor problems. With laissez-faire economics, factory owners exploited 

workers monetarily by imposing strict factory regulations designed to ensure infractions and 

to obligate the workers to maintain the factory machines, and the policy was enforced by fines 

deducted from workers' wages. Workers were fined for such infractions as tardiness, sitting 

while working, leaving a machine, or for lost machine time due to breakdowns. Each worker 

had to assume the responsibility for the machines' maintenance from his wages, and as many of 












































































































































































































































































































































