ENGLISH: LIST 1

Hard Times is about the importance of a person’s childhood on his or her later life. Discuss.

In the novel ‘Hard Times’, Charles Dickens paints scenarios that expose a range of values and ideals,
and the effects of these values upon the human condition. Through the various children of Coketown,
Dickens explores the importance of one’s upbringing and education during childhood and the
subsequent effects of such a childhood upon the individual during adulthood. Dickens uses Bitzer, Tom
and Louisa as a microcosm to represent the devastating effects of the “Gradgrind philosophy”, an
upbringing principled rigidly around formal education, while negating affection and imagination.
Diametrically polarised against this upbringing is Sissy, raised in the circus, and while her childhood
didn’t follow conventional norms, the prevalence of fancy, of morality, imagination and aesthetic
enjoyment in her youth engendered her development into a virtuous, compassionate individual.

When a person is brought up on “nothing but facts” and deprived of any moral guidance, the result is a
self-interested and compassionless later adult. Bitzer is ironically depicted as an exemplary student of
the Gradgrind philosophy, completely devoid of any emotion or imagination. The narrator facetiously
“triumph of fact”, perfectly able to regurgitate the definition of a horse, the narrator ensures that readers
are aware that even as a child Bitzer is “unwholesomely deficient”, that his upbringing of “facts alone”
has distorted his morality and values, creating a self-interested and callous adult. The effects of Bitzer’s
education permeate through his identity as an adult, creating a man who is “selfish in everything he
does”. Dickens’ criticism of Bitzer is obvious; a product of a rigorous based on facts, casting him as
having “no affections or passions” and never knowing true happiness. Dickens deplores an upbringing
principled around self-interest and facts, as when the newly reformed Gradgrind appeals to Bitzer's
“heart”, he is only able to define it, like the horse, on a literal level, oblivious to the “subtle essences of
humanity”. Hard Times therefore exhorts that a dogged upbringing of “the wisdom of the head”, not only
produces egocentric members of society, but also because it warps the individual’s morality, and robs
them of their emotion.

Tom is raised as Gradgrind’s attempt “to manufacture the human fabric”, but Dickens stipulates that an
education solely of fact fosters children with no ethical direction in life, and like young Tom, possibly
become amoral and hedonistic in one’s later life. Tom is carefully raised according to the principles of
Gradgrind’s philosophy, with a “jaded sullenness” about him as he is cognizant of the prison in which he
is trapped. Yet Tom is powerless to his upbringing, resulting in him developing into a spiteful, “graceless
and ungrateful boy” “whose imagination had been strangled at the cradle”. Dickens’ condemnation of
such an upbringing is evident in the authorial narrator, disdainfully referring to Tom as “the Whelp”,
conveying the gravity of the detriments of such an upbringing upon the adult it produces. Tom’s spite
against the world in which he was raised results in him rebelling against all the values of his upbringing,
as he becomes a hedonistic, manipulative, atomist who is utterly compassionless as an adult. Dickens’
warns against such a dogged, fact-based upbringing as the “closely imprisoned forces” of Tom’s
morality “rend and destroy”, evident in Tom’s actions as an adult, as he wreaks destruction and creates
misery upon those around him, manipulating the only person who loves him as a means of blackmail
and willingly destroys an innocent man’s life for monetary gain. While Dickens uses Tom to
demonstrate that an upbringing full of fact and devoid of fancy can manifest as destruction upon
society, he uses Louisa to discuss that the same upbringing can cripple one’s morality, destroying the
individual from the inside.

Dickens urges the reader to understand the devastating effects of Gradgrind’s pedagogy upon children,
as it stifles the development of affection and morality during childhood, creating adults that are unable
to cope with adversity. Like Tom, Louisa is seen by Gradgrind as being the “triumph of his system”, and
yet by Dickens, the failure of humanity, describing a tragic and depressing future to be designated to
those who are taught nothing but facts. Louisa’s “wild, wondering interest” is suppressed by her rigid
upbringing, and where the “spring and summer of (her) beliefs” should have flourished, there is only
“frost and blight”. Consequently, Louisa becomes an emotionally devoid, unaffectionate ruin, who has
resigned herself to a “state of conscious death”. Without the cushion of the better judgement one
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develops as a youth, Louisa breaks down after being seduced by James Harthouse, so unsure of
herself as to not even know if she is “ashamed” or “sorry” of her actions. Through Louisa, Dickens
deplores Gradgrind’s pedagogy, as it robs the child of the “sentiments of the heart”, producing adults
with no “affections or passions”. The severity of Louisa’s upbringing is reiterated, as even when Louisa
escapes her miserable confines of her upbringing and marriage, she never grows to be “lovingly
watchful of her children”, as the damage of her childhood is too great and its detriments, irreversible.
Fortunately for Louisa, Dickens provides her saving grace in the unlikely form of Sissy, whose rich,
“fanciful” upbringing in the circus provides her with the a strong sense of morality and compassion as an
adult.

Dickens juxtaposes a childhood solely consisting of fact, and its disastrous effects, with the emotionally
rounded Sissy, an enticing “draught of pure air” amidst the “soot and smoke” that are the inhabitants of
Coketown. The majority of Sissy’s upbringing occurs in the circus, permeated by values of loyalty and
community, where self-interest is substituted with compassion, and facts with imagination. When Sissy
is first introduced as a child, she is depicted as a direct contrast against the children of Coketown,
“‘extremely deficient in (her) facts”, while displaying great sincerity and compassion when ‘ignorantly’
answering M’Choakumchild’s questions. Sissy’s upbringing results in her developing into “an
affectionate, earnest, good young woman”, and the saviour of the novel. As a young adult, Sissy utilises
the values instilled in her character at a young age, acting as the unlikely heroine of the novel. Jane’s
“better and brighter face” is “Sissy’s doing”, it is her love and sincerity that allows her to save Louisa
and her “love for her” and “earnest” nature that provides such a powerful deterrent against James
Harthouse, something none of the “fact men” would have been capable of doing with their extensive
arsenal of logic and statistics.

Through the various children in Hard Times, Dickens conveys the importance of childhood upon a
person in determining their development later in life. In “sowing” values within children, one cannot
simply treat them like “little pitchers” to be overwhelmed with facts, Dickens implores that this will have
express, disastrous consequences upon the adults. It is therefore imperative to actively engage with
children as humans rather than machines, ensuring the “cultivation of sentiments affections”. If such
aspects are overlooked, the benefits will be “reap(ed)”, as the children develop into adults that directly
reflect their upbringing.
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