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Abstract

Charles Dickens, who has been rightly regarded as “the first great English
novelist of the city” (Eagleton143) has projected in unequivocal terms, the
dehumanizing and unnatural conditions of the industrialized England. First
published in 1848 and set in the fictional industrial town, aptly named
‘Coketown’, Hard Times presents how England’s technological and
industrial advancement wreaks huge damage to basic human and moral
values.
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Hard Times, written at the time of the ‘textile phase’ of England’s Industrial revolution,
is a powerful indictment of the exploitative character of the industrial system. Rightly described
as ‘the socially conscious novel,” Hard Times offers to present an authentic critique of the
exploitation and dehumanization in industrial England. The novel, through its two chief
advocates of industrial capitalism- Gradgrind and Bounderby- provides a socio-economic
critique of the times.

Thomas Gradgrind and Josiah Bounderby, the two advocates of utilitarian values are
‘perfectly devoid of sentiments’ and believed that people are to be ‘regulated and governed’ in
all things of life by nothing else but ‘by fact. ‘The use of the word ‘Fancy’, according to them,
needed to be discarded altogether forever. They believed that the education should be addressed
to the sole faculty of reason and anything that encourages imagination and wonder in the
innocent minds should be dismissed. Gradgrind is shocked at the beginning of the novel to find
his two children- ‘metallurgical’ Louisa and ‘mathematical’ Thomas, peeping at the circus and
tries to probe into the origins of this ‘vulgar curiosity.” The same system addressed individual
students like Sissy as ‘girl number twenty’(Dickens) and eulogizes students like Bitzer for
defining a horse in a most factual manner. But such upbringing does not come to one’s rescue
when it comes to facing the realities of life, as demonstrated by Gradgrind’s own children and by
the pupil Bitzer.
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Dickens simultaneously presents Bounderby’s character to highlight the ‘blind
aggressiveness’ with which early industrial capitalism justified its inhuman growth and
development as a system of self-improvement and prosperity: “He was a rich man: banker,
merchant, manufacturer, and what not. A big, loud man, with a stare, and a metallic laugh. ... A
man who was the Bully of humility” (Dickens). The character of Bounderby is central to
Dickens’s critique of the industrial system because he had always created the myth of a self-
made man- as ‘one of the most miserable little wretches ever seen’, ‘born in a ditch’ but who
became a millionaire by virtue of his hard work and cool calculation in the convenient
atmosphere of the industrial England. The revelation of truth at the end by his mother, Mrs.
Pegler not only deflates his ego as an individual but also the myth of the whole system of
industrialization.

The devastating effects of the industrial mechanization are too sharp to be ignored at the
personal and family level of human relationships, be it Gradgrind or Bounderby. Gradgrind’s
house has rightly been called a ‘Stone Lodge’ in the sense that it was hard and devoid of all
sentiments as stone itself. His two elder children- Thomas and Louisa, who were grinded to
‘mathematical exactness’ and were trained to be ‘replete with facts’ were ‘so tired’ of everything
right from their early age and wanted something as refreshing and entertaining as stealing into
the world of Sleary’s circus. Louisa’s loveless marriage to Bounderby, a person more than
double her age, is a classic example of bourgeoisie rationalism that reduces even the issues of
heart to hard bargaining facts. Louisa makes it very clear to her father that she is not in love with
Bounderby. But the way her father uses ‘Facts of this case’ to justify the decision and suitability
of marriage is a social commentary on the devastating effects of the mechanized values on
human relations. Louisa, as expected, is unable to adjust to the situation after marriage for long
and falls into the trap of a relationship with James Harthouse, though she comes out of it and
retains her nobility.

Stephen, the honest powerloom weaver, who is deserted both by the master and the
workers, sums up the industrial mess when he says: ‘Tis a muddle!’(Dickens). The novel relates
to the antagonistic relation between manufacturers and workers, Max terms as ‘inevitable’ due to
the conflict of interest and disparity in economic capacity. “Modern industry has converted the
little workshop of the patriarchal master into the great factory of the industrial capitalist. Masses
of labourers, crowded into the factory, are organised like soldiers. As privates of the industrial
army, they are placed under the command of a perfect hierarchy of officers and sergeants. Not
only are they slaves of the bourgeois class, and of the bourgeois State; they are daily and hourly
enslaved by the machine, by the overlooker, and, above all, by the individual bourgeois
manufacturer himself. The more openly this despotism proclaims gain to be its end and aim, the
more petty, the more hateful and the more embittering it is” (Marx).

Dickens’ description of Coketown where the workers work and reside is just but
appalling: “It was a town of red brick, or of brick that would have been red if the smoke and
ashes had allowed it; but as matters stood, it was a town of unnatural red and black like the
painted face of a savage. It was a town of machinery and tall chimneys, out of which
interminable serpents of smoke trailed themselves for ever and ever, and never got uncoiled. It
had a black canal in it, and a river that ran purple with ill-smelling dye, and vast piles of building
full of windows where there was a rattling and a trembling all day long, and where the piston of
the steam-engine worked monotonously up and down, like the head of an elephant in a state of
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melancholy madness. It contained several large streets all very like one another, and many small
streets still more like one another, inhabited by people equally like one another, who all went in
and out at the same hours, with the same sound upon the same pavements, to do the same work,
and to whom every day was the same as yesterday and to-morrow, and every year the
counterpart of the last and the next” (Dickens).

Like the inhabitants of Coketown, the condition of the students churned out in the school
factory, are left with nothing else to feed upon except the all-pervading ‘empire’ of facts: “Fact,
fact, fact, everywhere in the material aspect of the town; fact, fact, fact, everywhere in the
immaterial. The M’Choakumchild school was all fact, and the school of design was all fact, and
the relations between master and man were all fact, and everything was fact between the lying-in
hospital and the cemetery, and what you couldn’t state in figures, or show to be purchasable in
the cheapest market and saleable in the dearest, was not, and never should be, world without end,
Amen. (Dickens)

Masters of industry like Mr. Bounderby are so blinded with the motif of making as much
profit as possible that even the smallest demand by the workers to improve their terrible lot is
interpreted as an undue attempt for wanting to be fed upon idly: “There’s not a Hand in this
town, sir, man, woman, or child, but has one ultimate object in life. That object is, to be fed on
turtle soup and venison with a gold spoon. Now, they’re not a-going-none of ’em- ever to be fed
on turtle soup and venison with a golden spoon” (Dickens). Bounderby’s obsession with
becoming richer and richer- a prominent motive of the capitalists is well diagnosed by Marx: “..
the ancients denounced money as subversive of the economic and moral order of the things.
Modern society, which soon after its birth pulled Plutus by the hair of his head from the bowels
of the earth, greets gold as it Holy Grail, as the glittering incarnation of the very principle of
life.” (Marx 61)

With his emphasis upon the necessity of leisure, love and affection, Dickens seems to say
that there is an urgent need to create spaces free from the ‘iron regime’ of an industrial system so
as to encourage and sustain the spirit of creativity and imagination, which alone can guarantee
the sustenance of human values and human world.
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