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Abstract:   

The proposed research work as the title suggests tries to account the social conditions 
prevailing in the Victorian England. Industrialization and modernization had done much harm 
than facilitate the inhabitants of England. Naturally, erudite authors of the Victorian times have 
mirrored this reality in their records of art. Charles Dickens, being one of the highly honored 
Victorian novelists has given us a vivid and a staunch description of his times and has uncovered 
many of the ugly social truths. I have, in my paper, tried to uncloak a few of these truths as 
discussed by Charles Dickens in his novel Hard Times.  
 
Keywords: Autobiographical Novel, Dickensian Characters, Social Ugly Truths, Victorian 
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Born on February 7, 1812, Charles John Huffam Dickens, the creative pen of the 

Victorian era holds a transcendent position in the literary society of the time. He is considered to 
be one of the greatest novelists of his times and is responsible for some of the most iconic novels 
in the history of literature. His genius was fully recognized by scholars and critics. Many of his 
works were originally published serially in monthly installments, a format of publication that 
Dickens himself helped popularize. 
 

Victorian England was, in Tennyson's phrase, “an awful moment of transition” (Source: 
Web.)i A society based largely on agriculture, traditional values, and social hierarchies was 
transformed into one both stimulated and unsettled by unprecedented growth in science, 
technology, industry, urbanization and population, and profound questioning of politics, 
morality, and religion. Its writers energetically revealed their responses to the times and the 
effect that such a rapidly changing world had upon them. The age known as the age of 
“Industrial Revolution” witnessed a conflict between religion and science. Economy was no 
more agricultural, it became industrial. The important political event that took place was the 
Reform Bill of 1832 which gave voting rights to the masses. With the coming up of industries 
there was Exodus from the rural areas to the urban areas. Exodus gave birth to unemployment 
which resulted into acute poverty. With poverty came social evils and prostitution with a bonus 
of a yet another ill practice- Child Labor. It was an era of utilitarianism, an era of absolute 
mechanism. Kellow Chesney described the situation as: 
 

…Hideous slums, some of them acres wide, some no more than crannies of obscure 
misery, make up a substantial part of the metropolis... In big, once handsome houses, thirty or 
more people of all ages may inhabit a single room (Source: Web.)ii 
  

Of course, a coin always has two sides. Improvement in communication links, 
development of stage coaches, canals, steam ships and railways made the country a small place 
to live in. Though these developments did nothing but bring upon child slavery, young teenagers 
being entourages to the elites of the society, young girls, mostly looked down upon as prostitutes 
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by the then society members who thought highly about themselves, a misconception, treated the 
naive little girls as a piece of handkerchief, something to be used and thrown off later on. They 
became a mere gossip material in the society, were devoid of their rights, weren’t given equal 
opportunities like that of the male section, a phenomena known to all. Victorian England was a 
difficult phase for its inhabitants especially females who suffered and struggled to breathe the air 
of freedom at the hands of the phallocentric society; a state of decadence.  
 

The often harsh reality of the society produced and inspired one of England's most 
famous authors- Charles Dickens. Dickensian characters hold an important position in his novels 
because of their crotchety characteristics. Most of his characters were based on people he knew 
and sometimes his portrayal of the characters differentiated with the original one with too less a 
detail. His characters had a life-like quality and helped the readers to be acquaintances with 
them. The author Virginia Woolf commented that: 
 

…..We remodel our psychological geography when we read Dickens" as he produces 
characters who exist not in detail, not accurately or exactly, but abundantly in a cluster 
of wild yet extraordinarily revealing remarks (Source: Web.)iii 

 
Dickens’ input of autobiographical elements in his novels is very noticeable and 

appreciable. He, though, took pains to mask what he considered as his “shameful” past, it was 
pretty much evident in his novels especially David Copperfield. Though Dickens took a real bold 
step by using his own personal life as the basis of most of his novels but he was not strong 
enough to reveal that his squalid life was the “source of inspiration” (Source: Web)iv for most of 
his ideas. His novels were not only autobiographical in nature but also were a stack of social 
commentary. He even targeted the filthy condition of women in the Victorian society. Victorian 
women were the unfortunate race. Prostitution was one of the major themes in his novels.  
 

Hard Times, one of the best works of Charles Dickens talks about the utilitarian 
principles used by Thomas Gradgrind –the protagonist, as his approach towards life. A man of 
wealth and strict principles, Gradgrind embodies the then high society crotchety population. His 
description early in the novel of having a square coat, square legs and square shoulders 
(Dickens, 37) is a representation of the rigid and the unjustifiable values he carries. Gradgrind as 
the name suggests, pulverized his emotions, feelings and masked them with the rational 
principles and calculative philosophies of the time. A man of self-interest, he brings up his eldest 
with the same notion or rather with the scientific principles of life. Though in the conclusion we 
encounter a changed Gradgrind – someone who fully realizes his mistakes after his daughter 
Louisa confesses that all she ever missed in her life was a dad, a dad who loved her and cared 
about her wants.  
 

Another incident which influences Gradgrind to deviate from his stringent set of rules is 
when his son, most beloved to Louisa, robs a bank and brings shame to the family. It is here that 
he questions his upbringing, realizes his faults and ponders:  
 

…The ground on which I stand has ceased to be solid under my feet (Dickens, 356.) 
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Gradgrind’s daughter, Louisa, brought up in the same fashion exhibits no signs of 
feelings and emotions. Her monotonous exterior has abandoned her to grow into a blooming 
flower. Not that, that she was devoid of any, no; she was like a beautiful flower with a 
mesmerizing fragrance but had its roots in a deep dark forest! Though she does not meet the 
prerequisite of the Victorian feminity, like Sissy and Rachael do, she has a complete sense of 
distinguishing between the right and the wrong. The strong Louisa although feels nothing close 
to even “like” for Bounderby, yet she convinces herself to engage in wedlock with him as it 
might just bring a smile on her father’s face. Sadly for Gradgrind, marrying her daughter was 
another business deal. How women were mere puppets in the hands of the males and how their 
wishes were pulverized by those of the males’ and how they sacrificed their lives to follow up 
the rules and regulations laid by the society; Louisa was a living example.  
 

Josiah, in Josiah Bounderby, co-relates to a king of Judah who had a major role to play in 
bringing about religious reforms. Our Bounderby here, ironically speaking, brought about 
various reforms in him as he got carried away by the process of industrialization and capitalism 
to the extent that he even refused to recognize a person solely responsible to bring him unto this 
world –his mother. Such were the grave effects of the developments. Money, class and power 
had blinded him, a self-interested hypocrite, a muddle between the rich and the poor, an apt 
example of the middle class of the times.  
 

Stephen Blackpool, yet another target or rather the victim of those fatal principles left 
him lifeless. Blackpool, as his name suggests, was a person of great moral qualities, never 
brought up on the surface though, like a dark horse who emerges to prominence being known 
very little before. Throughout the novel he exhibits the qualities of being an honest man full of 
compassion and integrity. Despite being the favorite of evils like poverty and drudgery, he never 
let his values go haywire and stuck to his ground roots. He was one of the many Hands (Dickens, 
278) as it was an identity given to the people who worked in the factory, and carried his duties 
and shouldered his responsibilities without any signs of cribbing. A  man of misfortune, his 
astray and a drunkard wife left him years back, the “hand” from his factory, also known as 
Rachael, couldn’t reciprocate to his wishes, though she loved her dearly only for the reason that a 
divorce would have cost them a fortune. Stephen here is a martyr, a Christ-like figure who 
ultimately had to bear the consequences of a rich man’s foibles and do away with his life, dying 
for Tom’s crime. With the advent of industrialization, the gap between the rich and the poor 
widened, the poor being more morally upright, evidently, suffered the most. 
 

Cecelia, in Cecelia Jupe, a major character in the novel, is a female given name of Latin 
origin meaning the way for the blind. Sissy, a girl full of dreams and fancy was a striking 
contrast to the factual image created by the hard and cold Gradgrind. The mechanization effects 
of industrialization had no part to play in her life. She grew up with Louisa and Tom, though 
under the same roof, yet with opinions and aspirations of her own. She helped Louisa take 
decisions of her life, was the closest thing to a friend Louisa had and showed her the way out of 
the Harthouse situation. She defied the norms set by Gradgrind, lived in a fanciful world of her 
own where her imagination led to the most extremes of life. She, with her liberated self, 
challenged the rigid principles of the society, helped Gradgrind in his realization of the truth, 
showed him the way out to a new and a better life, aptly justifying the meaning of her name. She 
practically raised Gradgrind’s youngest daughter. With Sissy’s fanciful nature and her father’s 

www.galaxyimrj.com Galaxy: International Multidisciplinary Research Journal ISSN: 2278-9529

Vol. 3, Issue VI November 2014031



factual society the youngest daughter of the family got the best of both worlds. Sissy acts as an 
embodiment of hope which Dickens has tried to give through a message, to the society that effort 
brings changes and with changes comes happiness.  
 

Other minor characters in the novel like Mr. McChoakumchild, a teacher at sissy’s 
school, who is not a very beloved person nor is he fond of children. As is suggestive of his name, 
McChoakumchild chokes the imaginative faculties out of children and limits them to facts. 
Slackbridge, the crooked orator who arouses the “hands” to fight against the authorities, as 
suggestive of his name, acts as a broken bridge between the employees and the employers. 
Coketown, the town itself embodies the streams of smoke that fill the skies literally and 
ironically by filling the hearts of the people with black soot –such was the aftermath of 
industrialization. These smoke waves coming out of the factories not only represent the 
ignorance of the elites towards the sufferers but also represents the moral blindness of the factory 
owners like Bounderby.  Not only he fails to acknowledge the smoke as a red siren of pollution 
but also he fails to realize the abuse of his own Hands in the factory. He enjoys their miserable 
poverty and inhales the smoke as the air of pride. The narrator has beautifully put it as: 

 
 …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. (Dickens, 29.) 
 

Hard Times is a social protest novel of the eighteenth century written at a time when 
industrialization was at its peak and people were suffering not only from its aftermath but also 
from other grave causes like that of imperialism, slavery, America from Civil war, France from 
the wars of Napoleon and Germany emerging as the world power; an obvious threat to the 
Britain’s false pride. Such hard times led to the migration of people from the rural to urban areas, 
thus resulting into over population and unemployment. The social evil of child labor was very 
much prominent during the era as children as small as 5 years old had to work in coal mines and 
as chimney sweepers to support their family. The industrial revolution though brought about 
many significant developments, nonetheless, was responsible for the furthermore deplorable 
condition of the already suffering lot and exodus. Such social evils were broadly covered by the 
authors like Charles Dickens, William Thackeray, Jane Austen, poets like William Blake, Robert 
Browning in the vast expanse of the literature of the Victorian era.  
 

Hard times demonstrates the clash of a factual life with that of a fanciful imagination, its 
characters being completely justified with their given identity and aptly helping out in the 
unraveling of the ugly social truths of the society hence justifying my theme of discourse.  
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