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    Charles Dickens was born in England in 1812 and was briefly educated in private schools as a child. By 1824, his father had amassed a large amount of debt and was sent to prison, accompanied by his wife and youngest children. To help his family, Dickens, who was one of the older children, left school and worked long hours in a boot-blacking warehouse. His father was eventually released and in 1832 Dickens decided to try his hand at writing.


    The majority of his works were serialised in various periodicals and, as such, feature many cliff-hangers to entice his readership to read the next chapter. Additionally, he often drew inspiration from his impoverished childhood: for example, his father’s time in prison inspired the prison in Little Dorrit (1855-1857). Dickens was involved in many philanthropic endeavours, such as funding a house for “fallen” working-class women. His works were often modelled on the picaresque novels of the 18th century and were frequently satirical in nature. They have inspired many modern adaptations as well as being very popular in their own time.


    His influence is so widespread that many commemorative statues have been built in his honour; he has been featured on postage stamps and was even chosen by the Bank of England to appear on the £10 note between 1992 and 2003.
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    Hard Times was first published in 1854 as a serial in Dickens’ own publication, Household Words. The story is set in the fictitious Victorian industrial town of Coketown, based on similar Northern mill-towns, where Thomas Gradgrind lives with his wife and five children. He has founded a school to educate the local children, including his own, about the importance of philosophy, self-interest and fact. The story follows the lives of the two eldest Gradgrind children, Tom and Louisa, and their disillusionment with their father’s teachings. It also relates the life story of one of the “Hands” (the lowest factory workers), Stephen Blackpool, who is found guilty of a crime he did not commit.


    Hard Times is the shortest of Dickens’ novels and was generally well-received by its contemporaries. However, critics were divided on its brilliance; John Ruskin (English art critic, 1819-1900) heralded it as his favourite of Dickens’ novels because of its exploration of social questions, while others did not appreciate its socialist leanings.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    BOOK 1: SOWING


    School superintendent Mr. Thomas Gradgrind opens the novel by declaring his desire for nothing but facts. He reprimands one of the children in his class, Sissy Jupe, for her inability to describe a horse. Upon finding out that her father is a circus entertainer, he decides, along with Mr. M’Choakumchild, the class’s teacher, and Mr. Bounderby, Mr. Gradgrind’s business associate, to dismiss Sissy from the school. However, upon arriving at the circus, they discover that her father has abandoned her and Mr. Gradgrind charitably decides to take her in so that she may continue her education.


    One of the mill-workers (or “Hands”), Stephen Blackpool, meets his close friend Rachael after they finish work. When he leaves her and returns home, he discovers his alcoholic, absent wife has arrived at his lodgings. Upset by this unpleasant reminder of his past, he visits his employer, Mr. Bounderby, in the hopes of finding a way to legally end his marriage. Unfortunately, he is told that the process would be prohibitively expensive and complex. As he leaves Mr. Bounderby’s house, he meets a strange old woman who tells him she visits Coketown once a year in the hopes of seeing Mr. Bounderby.


    Book 1 ends with Mr. Gradgrind announcing to his eldest daughter, Louisa, that Mr. Bounderby has proposed marriage. He presents a fact-based case for why the match would be suitable, despite Mr. Bounderby being 30years her senior. Louisa passively agrees to the match and the two honeymoon in Lyons, as Mr. Bounderby is keen to see how factories are managed there.


    BOOK 2: REAPING


    James Harthouse, a well-dressed young gentleman, arrives at Mr. Bounderby’s bank seeking directions to Mr. Bounderby’s house and is greeted by Mrs. Sparsit (Mr. Bounderby’s former companion) and the light porter.


    He is then introduced to Mr. Bounderby, who regales him with stories of his impoverished childhood, his young wife and her brother, Tom Gradgrind. He quickly becomes infatuated with Louisa and befriends Tom in order to learn more about her. He discovers that Tom has become very reckless and has amassed a lot of debt. Knowing he would have to work for Bounderby, Tom persuaded Louisa to marry him in order to ease his circumstances.


    At a union meeting, Stephen is condemned by the leaders for not wanting to join the union. Bounderby then summons him to his office and fires him for being a troublemaker. Louisa wishes to help Stephen and goes to visit him with her brother, who invites Stephen to wait at the bank for him in case he should be able to provide some financial aid.


    This section ends with a robbery occurring at the bank. A small sum of money has been taken and it is immediately assumed that Stephen is the culprit, due to his recent dismissal and the fact that he has been seen loitering outside the bank in recent days (as he has been waiting there in the hopes of meeting Tom). Harthouse visits Louisa alone and confesses his love to her. She dismisses his advances and seeks refuge in her father’s house, Stone Lodge. Mrs. Sparsit, overseeing the meeting, assumes there is an adulterous liaison happening and decides to inform Bounderby.


    BOOK 3: GARNERING


    Mrs. Sparsit arrives at Bounderby’s hotel and delivers her tale. He takes her with him to Stone Lodge where he is told by Gradgrind that Louisa resisted Harthouse’s advances. Bounderby is thoroughly annoyed by the whole episode and tells Gradgrind that if Louisa does not return to their house the next day, their marriage will be terminated. She remains at Stone Lodge.


    At Sissy’s request, Harthouse leaves Coketown, never to return. Rachael believes she knows where Stephen is and writes to him to come to Coketown at once to clear his name.


    Mrs. Sparsit locates the strange old woman, Mrs. Pegler, who announces herself to be Mr. Bounderby’s mother. Far from the difficult upbringing he has claimed to have had, it transpires he was well brought up and forbade his mother from visiting him once he became successful. He is denounced as a fraud.


    Rachael and Sissy, on a Sunday outing, discover that Stephen has fallen down an abandoned pit shaft on his return to Coketown. They rally villagers who rescue him. He announces his innocence to Rachael shortly before dying of his injuries. Tom Gradgrind is now under suspicion for the bank robbery and Sissy helps him to escape to Mr. Salary’s circus (where Sissy’s father had worked). Louisa and Sissy rush to speak to him. They, with the help of Gradgrind and Mr. Sleary, devise a plan for Tom to escape abroad via Liverpool.


    Bounderby, humiliated by the whole affair, dismisses Mrs. Sparsit from his household and dies five years later. Louisa never remarries, but is surrounded by Sissy’s children who love her and encourages imagination and fancy in all children. Tom attempts to return to England and dies en route, having written to Louisa to ask for forgiveness for his crime. Finally, Msr. Gradgrind, having abandoned his previous notions of fact and reason, is ridiculed by his fellow M.P.s.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    MR. THOMAS GRADGRIND


    Thomas Gradgrind opens the novel by declaring his belief in “Facts, sir; nothing but Facts!” (loc.78) to a classroom of children. He is the founder of a Utilitarian school for children and later in the novel becomes a Member of Parliament. Mr. Gradgrind, despite not being a mill-owner, embodies the principles of the Industrial Revolution, because he appears to believe that all humans are mechanical vessels into which one can pour facts and logic.


    Mr. Gradgrind is one of the central characters of Hard Times and provides a link between the various characters and plotlines which Dickens interweaves. At first, he appears very mechanised, as shown in his repetitions of ‘Facts’, and rigid in his philosophy of calculated, rational self-interest. Nonetheless, his character arc is one of the most significant in this novel, as the events which unfold lead him to abandon his belief in “nothing but Facts!” (ibid.) and to adopt a more emotional approach to life. In particular, Louisa’s unhappy marriage to Bounderby causes Mr. Gradgrind to realise that his model of education may be flawed, as it has led to his daughter’s depression. He appears hypocritical in his beliefs, as he generously takes in Sissy Jupe, and is more liberal than to be expected when dealing with Louisa’s almost adulterous affair.


    MR. JOSIAH BOUNDERBY


    Bounderby is one of Mr. Gradgrind’s business associates and is very boastful of his position as a self-made man. He often regales anyone who will listen with ridiculous, exaggerated tales of his impoverished beginnings. Although he is very close to Mr. Gradgrind, he does not share his Utilitarian ideas and instead prefers to pursue money and power. He is the ultimate capitalist and delights in the fact that, in a society which gives prestige to the aristocracy, Mrs. Sparsit, a noble-born woman, is in his employ. Despite his self-proclaimed humble beginnings, Bounderby appears to have little sympathy for the working class and dismisses Stephen Blackpool after he is ‘sent to Coventry’ (shunned) for not wanting to join the Hands’ union. Bounderby’s obsession with power and money leads him to enter into a loveless marriage and eventually to die alone in the street. In portraying him this way, Dickens transforms him into an allegory for capitalism and its unsustainability.


    LOUISA GRADGRIND


    The Gradgrinds’ oldest child, whom Mr. Gradgrind heralds as his favourite. She is a recipient of her father’s logic-centric system of education and as such is obliged to suppress her feelings. Nonetheless, even as a child, she wishes to break free from the hard pursuit of facts and sneaks off to a circus with her brother Tom, where she is found by Mr. Gradgrind and chastised. Before her 20th birthday, her father encourages her to marry Mr. Bounderby, whom she tells him she does not love. After becoming romantically interested in an upper-class gentleman, James Harthouse, she removes herself to her father’s house and declares her marriage to be unhappy. She reproaches her father’s beliefs and encourages him to abandon facts in favour of a more sentimental outlook. Ultimately, she is the embodiment of the conflict between fact and fancy, a theme which permeates the entirety of the novel.


    TOM GRADGRIND


    Nicknamed “the Whelp”, Tom is the Gradgrinds’ eldest son. He appears very weak-willed and child-like, particularly in his sullen dealings with both his father and his sister. This leads him to take up gambling and get into financial trouble. Towards the end of the novel, he refuses to accept his culpability for the crime he has committed (the bank robbery) and instead blames his sister’s indulgence and the education he received from his father. Despite this, Louisa continues to adore her younger brother. In the final chapter of the novel, we learn he has at last repented for his crime, when he writes to Louisa on his deathbed, apologising for his behaviour and asking her forgiveness.


    STEPHEN BLACKPOOL


    Known as “Old Stephen” by his friends, Stephen Blackpool is a worker in Mr. Bounderby’s mill. He was married many years ago, but has since become estranged from his wife due to her alcoholism. He has a close friendship with a fellow worker, Rachael, and wishes to marry her, but is discouraged by Bounderby from seeking a divorce, due to the financial ramifications. After a dispute with the union and Bounderby, Stephen leaves Coketown to find work elsewhere. During this time, he is accused of a bank robbery which he did not commit and Rachael writes to him to encourage him to return and clear his name. He does so, but falls down an abandoned pit shaft and sadly dies after declaring his innocence to Rachael and the Gradgrinds. The plotline of which he is the centre serves as a metaphor for the wider treatment of the working class at this time; through his wrongful persecution and tragic death, Dickens is critiquing the class system which assumes the worst in the working class, based on nothing more than their financial and social status.
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