
      Indian Scholar 
 

An International Multidisciplinary Research e-Journal 
 

39 

 Vol. 11 Issue IV, December 2024 

 

 

ISSN 2350-109X 

www.indianscholar.co.in 

 
 

DICKENS’ INDICTMENT OF UTILITARIANISM AND CRASS 

MATERIALISM IN HARD TIMES 
 

 

Dr. Debi Prasad Misra 

Head &Associate Professor 

Department of English 

Panchmura Mahavidyalaya 

Panchmura, Bankura. 

West Bengal 722156 

 

 

Abstract 

Written in the mid-19th century, Hard Times by Charles Dickens portrays 

the hard facts of English life in the wake of the rise of capitalism and 

materialism during the Victorian era. Through the character of Mr. 

Gradgrind, Dickens criticizes vehemently the ideological premises of 

Utilitarianism as propounded by Jeremy Bentham   and John Stuart Mill, 

two British philosophers, economists, and political thinkers of the period. 

Keywords: Capitalism, materialism, Utilitarianism, Jeremy Bentham 

and John Stuart Mill 

 

Utilitarianism is a school of thought associated most closely with Jeremy Bentham. The 

main tenet of the Utilitarian philosophy is the “Greatest Happiness Principle”: “It is the greatest 

happiness of the greatest number that is the measure of right and wrong.” (Bentham vi). The 

Utilitarian prescription, however, is indifferent to the fate of the “lesser number”, the minority. 

Moreover, Utilitarian view of human nature, according to which self-interest determines one’s 

actions, leaves little space for ideas of goodness or morality. 

Another theory that provoked a lot of debate in Dickens’ time was Thomas Malthus’s 

“Essay on the Principle of Population”. Malthus believed that the rate of human growth tends to 

exceed the rate at which food and other resources increase and therefore, it is imperative to keep 

population under control. Malthus viewed the poor as “less moral.” According to Malthus, 

providing any kind of financial help to the lower classes was useless, given their wasteful nature. 

Thus, there was no need to increase the wages of the working classes to help them tide over 

economic crises. “The lower classes of people in Europe may at some future period be much 

better instructed than they are at present; they may be taught to employ the little spare time they 

have in many better ways than at the ale-house; they may live under better and more equal laws 

than they have ever hitherto done, perhaps, in any country; and I even conceive it possible, 

though not probable that they may have more leisure; but it is not in the nature of things that they 

can be awarded such a quantity of money or subsistence as will allow them all to marry early, in 

the full confidence that they shall be able to provide with ease for a numerous family”( Malthus).  

Some of the problems outlined above are taken up in Hard Times. Bounderby in Hard 

Times seems to share this view about the workers in his mill. Malthus’s views were actually 

appropriated by certain sections of the Victorian society to explain the plight of the poor as 
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natural thereby ruling out any kind of responsibility of the state or the rich. Many Victorians, 

however, objected to Bentham’s philosophy. Carlyle, for instance thought that the Utilitarian 

understanding of “good’ was too narrow.  Dickens, who dedicated his novel to Carlyle, was also 

critical of the mechanization of all aspects of life. What disturbed him the most was the fact that 

most of these theories treated human beings as mere numbers. 

Thomas Gradgrind is the embodiment of Benthamite and Malthusian ideas which 

determine his relations with others and the way he brings up his children –especially Louisa and 

Tom. “Now, what I want is, Facts. Teach these boys and girls nothing but Facts. Facts alone are 

wanted in life. Plant nothing else, and root out everything else. You can only form the minds of 

reasoning animals upon Facts: nothing else will ever be of any service to them. This is the 

principle on which I bring up my own children, and this is the principle on which I bring up these 

children. Stick to Facts, sir!” (Dickens). 

  In Dickens’s works, the external appearance of a character is often a mirror to his/her 

nature and the novelist uses this method to introduce Thomas Gradgrind to the readers:  

“The scene was a plain, bare, monotonous vault of a schoolroom, and the speaker’s 

square forefinger emphasized his observations by underscoring every sentence with a 

line on the schoolmaster’s sleeve. The emphasis was helped by the speaker’s square 

wall of a forehead, which had his eyebrows for its base, while his eyes found 

commodious cellarage in two dark caves, overshadowed by the wall. The emphasis 

was helped by the speaker’s mouth, which was wide, thin, and hard set. The emphasis 

was helped by the speaker’s voice, which was inflexible, dry, and dictatorial. The 

emphasis was helped by the speaker’s hair, which bristled on the skirts of his bald 

head, a plantation of firs to keep the wind from its shining surface, all covered with 

knobs, like the crust of a plum pie, as if the head had scarcely warehouse-room for 

the hard facts stored inside. The speaker’s obstinate carriage, square coat, square legs, 

square shoulders⁠—nay, his very neck cloth, trained to take him by the throat with an 

unaccommodating grasp, like a stubborn fact, as it was⁠—all helped the emphasis 

(Dickens)”. 

 

The repetition of the word ‘square’ suggests sharpness, a lack of softness and rigidity in 

Gradgrind’s personality. The same style and images are repeated in the description of 

Gradgrind’s house, Stone lodge. Both the places are characterized by an absence of warmth and 

feeling. The school, described as a vault (a burial chamber) actually tries to kill “fancy” and 

“wonder”, anathema to Gradgrind, the self-proclaimed champion of “Fact”. Thus, an opposition 

is set up between fact/reason and fancy/feeling. What Dickens primarily objects to is the practice 

of reducing human beings to figures in order to justify this or that theory. 

To Mr. Gradgrind, life is all about numbers, facts and calculations. The very name 

‘Gradgrind’ denotes the qualities of grading or measuring reality in an insensible manner as well 

as grinding something to pieces. The most distinct example of Mr. Gradgrind having these 

attributes is during a class at school when he asks Cecilia Jupe to define a horse. Unfortunately, 

she cannot do it because she does not know how; to her a horse is simply a horse. Then 

Gradgrind turns to Bitzer and asks if he can define a horse, whereupon he answers that it is: 

“’Quadruped. Graminivorous…Sheds coat in the spring; in marshy countries, sheds hoofs, too” 

(Dickens). 
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Satisfied with Bitzer’s definition, he then tells Cecilia that now she knows what a horse 

is. His concept of knowledge as a mere accumulation of depersonalized facts or data is absurd, if 

we by “knowledge” mean an understanding of life, of the human condition. Gradgrind’s notion 

of knowledge excludes individual’s quest for self-realization and human fulfilment 

Gradgrind’s own children are the first to be affected by his skewed view of life. From the minute 

they can make sense of the world around them, the little Gradgrinds are bombarded with “facts” 

and expected to be “something logical”. Poetry and “idle story books” (Dickens) are forbidden, 

as is the circus. When his daughter Louisa receives a marriage proposal from Mr. Bounderby, 

which her father mediates to her, she asks him if he believes her to love Mr. Bounderby. Mr. 

Gradgrind admits that he cannot tell, whereupon she instead asks him if he wants her to love Mr. 

Bounderby. 

Her father then replies, with the process of marriage in mind: “I would advise you to 

consider this question, as you have been accustomed to consider every other question, simply as 

one of tangible Fact. The ignorant and the giddy may embarrass such subjects with irrelevant 

fancies, and other absurdities that have no existence, properly viewed – really no existence” 

(Dickens). The fact that Mr. Bounderby is much older than Louisa has little consideration for 

him. He justifies the huge age difference citing the factual statistics that marriages in England 

and Wales with unequal ages are very common. His notion of life leaves out non-factual 

phenomena such as love and sentiment as essential factors in relation. Gradgrind never sees any 

need for love between his daughter and Mr. Bounderby.  

Since love is nothing but a fanciful notion to Gradgrind, he tells his daughter to think 

about the proposal from “the dispassionate ground of reason and calculation” (Dickens). The 

failure of Lousia’s marriage is thus shown to be a consequence of Gradgrind’s misguided 

enthusiasm for facts at the cost of human emotions. 

The other product of the unnatural training is his son who, like Bitzer, the model 

Gradgrind pupil, is a creature wholly committed to self-interest. For both these young men, other 

people are mere objects, to be used to further their own interest. Tom’s character is blighted to 

such an extent that he cajoles his sister to sell herself in marriage to a man she does not care for. 

He also deceives Stephen Blackpool, an act which leads to the latter’s unfortunate death. 

In the novel, Sleary’s circus is presented as the counterpoint to Gradgrind’s philosophy. 

While Gradgrind believes in “fact”, the circus world represents “fancy” and emotion. Sissy Jupe 

is considered a bad influence on other children. Later these very people – a girl “extremely 

deficient in Facts” and Mr. Sleary, the circus owner, come to the rescue of Gradgrind and his 

son, Tom. Dickens seems to suggest that though these people might not possess the virtues of 

modesty and correct behaviour, they have what is essential to the survival of a social group. 

Rejecting Gradgrind’s appeal for sympathy, Bitzer tells him bluntly that “the whole social 

system is a question of self-interest” (Dickens).  

However, the circus and the value system it symbolizes, do not really offer any viable 

alternative to the system. What Dickens insists, however, is the necessity for human touch, for 

amusement – things conspicuously absent in the materialistic philosophy of Bentham. 
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