ENGLISH: HARD TIMES

‘Hard Times demonstrates the negative effects of industrialisation.” Do you agree?

Dickens’ social commentary, ‘Hard Times’, explores the destructive impact of industrialization on
humanity in a period of unprecedented economic change. A town ‘sacred to fact’, Coketown is a
wholly, unnatural, polluted and over-populated town which renders its inhabitants incapable of
individual thought. As a consequence of the insistence on fact, humanity is replaced by self-interest
and Christian values of ‘faith, hope and charity’ discarded in favour of the pursuit of profit. Moreover,
Dickens asserts that whilst industrialization achieved significant economic progress, this only
exacerbated the inequality between workers and employers.

Dickens insists that the mechanization of labour and institutionalization of fact spurred by the
Industrial Revolution resulted in a loss of individuality reflected in the Coketown inhabitants.
Coketown is described as a ‘triumph of fact’ in which fact is present ‘everywhere in the material
aspect of the town’ and ‘everywhere in the immaterial’. It is a uniform and regulated town defined by
a ubiquitous sameness where the ‘jail might have been the infirmary, the infirmary might have been
the jail.” In portraying the monotony of Coketown, Dickens encourages the reader to draw parallels
between the stagnant Coketown and its oppressed inhabitants. The same streets ‘all very like on
another’ are ‘inhabited by people equally like one another, thus the labourers are rendered
inseparable from the mass. The title ‘Hands’ is itself dehumanizing and implies the workers are little
more than expendable appendages. The absence of fancy deprives the Hands of any relief from the
dire monotony of Coketown’s infrastructure and there is no ‘acknowledgement of any Fancy in them
demanding to be brought into healthy existence.” The vivid description of the pollution and reckless
waste that characterizes Coketown, where ‘Nature was as strongly bricked out as killing airs and
gases were bricked in’, reinforces Dickens’ belief that industrialization is detrimental to an
individual’s ability to cultivate and expand ideas. Thus Dickens illustrates that in a town embedded
in a perpetual state of misery and pollution, growth of the imagination is thwarted and capacity for
individual thought is severely diminished.

Industrialisation is further depicted as producing individuals incapable of feeling emotion and lacking
emotional intelligence. Gradgrind is a ‘man who proceeds upon the principle that two and two are
four, and nothing over’ and who advocates economic progress through the pursuit of ‘hard Fact'.
Ironically in his determination to ‘weigh and measure and parcel of human nature, Gradgrind in
himself mechanized, described as a ‘galvanising apparatus’, a ‘cannon landed to the muzzle with
facts’. The emotions he does not nurture in himself, he fails to foster in his children. As a
consequence of being trained to ‘never wonder’, Louisa is reduced to a ‘deadened state of mind’
while Tom is a ‘monster of grovelling sensualities’. His fact philosophy — embraced by industrialists
of the Victorian era — extends to the students of his school. Consequently the students are shaped
to be ‘exactly regulated’ machines, pursuing fact with regularity equivalent to that of Mr Gradgrind’s
statistical clock which ‘measured every second with a beat like a rap upon a coffin-lid’. Bitzer is the
epitome of one whose ‘mind was so exactly regulated that he had no affections or passions’, His
very appearance, with ‘skin so unwholesomely deficient in the natural tinge’, alludes to his lack of
humanity and his dispassionate response to Gradgrind’s question, ‘Bitzer, have you a heart’, reveals
the extent to which he has been dehumanised. Dickens’ portrayal of these characters lacking
compassion exemplifies the destruction of humanity as a result of industrialization.

In ‘Hard Times’, Dickens seeks to expose the imbalance of power that is exacerbated by
industrialization. In Coketown, the labourers are portrayed as honest, hard-working individuals who
‘toiled as such people must toil, whatever their anxieties. Yet the working class are persecuted
mercilessly; “Then came the Teetotal society who complained that these same people would get
drunk...then came the chemist and druggist...showing that when they didn’t get drunk, they took
opium’. In spite of this, society turns a blind eye on employers’ lavish lifestyles and the wealthy are
not held accountable for their errors for the ‘bankrupts had no connexion whatever with the
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improvident classes’. This suggestion that Coketown is dominated by double standards is
highlighted when Stephen asks Bounderby how he may obtain a divorce. He learns that whilst the
wealthy ‘can be set free fro’ their misfortnet marriages’, it seems there is a distinct set of laws for the
poor. Although industrialization measured an individual’'s worth in monetary terms, the narrator
notes that ‘not all the calculators of the National Debt can tell me the capacity for good or evil’ in the
Coketown Hands. The Industrial Revolution was inspired by the utilitarian philosophy and thus
Dickens also criticizes utilitarianism, arguing that whilst it may have been well-intentioned, this
philosophy was used by authorities to justify the exploitation of workers as a greater economic and
societal good. Thus industrialization is depicted as widening the disparity between the wealthy and
impoverished.

In an era characterized by the rapid advancement of technology and an increased preoccupation
with material possessions, Dickens’ critique of the Industrial Revolution is still pertinent today. The
text portrays industrialization as causing the dehumanization and loss of individuality in the
Coketown inhabitants. Development of moral judgment in individuals is hindered by an obsession
with fact-driven progress, resulting in the dismissal of Christian values. Furthermore, whilst the
wealthy enjoy the profits resulting from economic progress, the poor are condemned to a dismal and
stunted existence.
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