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to eventual failure. The paper refers to Dickens’ idea about natural education in
his Hard Times, which proposes to develop people’s potential talent beyond the
normal education that they received. Meanwhile, philosophy, ethics, as well as
other social ideologies also contribute to the growing experiences of these young
people. Through the analysis of how the capitalists use conventional education to
train the young according to their interests, we have a better understanding of
Dickens’s description and criticism of bourgeois educational ideas in Hard Times.
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1. Introduction

Dickens asserts that practical experience plays an important role in human’s recognizing the world. The creation of
Mr. Gradgrind as an image of biased education has something to do with Dickens’s idea of education. Charles
Dickens’s concept of ideal education derives from his description of Sissy Jupe. Sissy Jupe is proven to be a failure
of Mr. Gradgrind’s educational system, because she cannot answer the questions raised by Mr. and Mrs. M’Choa-
kumchild, no matter how hard she tries, which Mr. Gradgrind thinks has something to do with her family back-
ground.

But Sissy Jupe is a really successful person, an angel in real life, and an embodiment of wisdom. Sissy Jupe was
born in a poor family, so she, as well as the circus people, led a miserable life. In such an environment, Sissy Jupe
observes a lot about the miserable. She also experienced a poor life, which she cannot forget. The knowledge Sissy
Jupe learns is derived from real life, instead of textbooks. When Mr. and Mrs. M’Choakumchild’s answers are
different from hers, it is difficult for her to correct her errors, because she cannot believe in the principles of utili-
tarianism, of which she does not have any idea. But she believes her own eyes and experiences, which, she believes,
will not cheat her. Her everyday contact with nature gives her a lot of perceptual experiences and endows her with
the ability to think logically and react quickly.

It is even a good thing for Sissy Jupe not to have picked up the knowledge in Mr. Gradgrind’s school. If she had
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learned the essence of education, she would not have become so wise, because such knowledge could do no good
to her intellectual development. Sissy Jupe grows up naturally because she has not handled so much knowledge as
little Tom and Louisa have, and her mind is full of practical experience gained from the miserable life of her fellow
people. From Sissy Jupe, we can see the natural humane merits, the bravery of her character, the gentleness of her
better, bright, sweet face with the trusting eyes, and the rich dark hair, instead of a grim, cold, cruel idol. Because
of her correct reasoning analysis, she can persuade Mr. Harthouse to leave Coketown, help Tom escape, and ask
others to pull Stephen out of the shaft successfully. So it is not difficult to find out that the natural development of
Sissy Jupe is Charles Dickens’ ideal educational result.
We can also see Charles Dickens’ practical education from his David Copperfield,

“It has occurred to me,” pursued my aunt, “that a little change, and a glimpse of life out of doors, may be
useful in helping you to know your own mind, and form a cooler judgment. Suppose you were to go down
into the old part of the country again, for instance, and see that - that out-of-the-way woman with the
savagest of names,” said my aunt, rubbing her nose, for she could never thoroughly forgive Peggotty for
being so called.

(Dickens, 2005).

The education Trot received from Bestey Trotwood is completely different from that received by Louisa and Tom
because Bestey Trotwood’s educational idea is a brand-new one. Bestey Trotwood’s educational idea is more hu-
mane because it regards the young as human beings, not machines. She thinks youngsters should take up professions
that they are interested in and allow them to express their potential. Bestey Trotwood lets Trot choose his own
profession, which indicates to us that it is Charles Dickens’s ideal education. Dickens’s natural education permits
students to choose their practice personally. Trot has a natural mind, and then he can think naturally and logically.
Before Trot decides to be a novelist, Bestey Trotwood lets Trot travel to see which profession is suitable for him
instead of making a decision aimlessly. Trot is good at telling stories from the time he studied in Mr. Creakle’s
school. At last, Trot finds he has the potential to be a novelist. He then proves himself to be successful in his career
and leads a happy life with an ideal marriage later. Trot Doctor Strong's school is Charles Dickens’ ideal, for it is
humane. Mr. Murdstone educates Trot by beating him, which cannot make him learn better but much worse. Trot
can learn easily when his mother stays with him alone. Mr. Creakle’s education is the same as Mr. Murdstone’s,
which can only make the students’ hearts sink into their boots, and that is what Charles Dickens hates.

In Hard Times, Louisa’s tragedy is caused by her lack of practice. Consequently, she cannot use the reason gained
from the textbooks to draw a proper judgment or inference when she is in trouble. So, when her father delivers her
the proposal, she cannot predict her fate and accepts the marriage, which turns out to be an irretrievable mistake.

2. The Natural Education Dickens Envisions in Hard Times

Louisa and little Tom are almost isolated from the outside world by Mr. Gradgrind. They have no experience in
making friends or providing entertainment. The Lodge House is like a jail for Louisa and little Tom, so they cannot
get the first-hand perceptual experiences. Their reasoning is based on others’ observation or others’ ridiculous phi-
losophy, which are used to realize the capitalists’ evil purposes. Their minds are occupied by facts, so there is no
room in their minds for imagination, which causes children’s shortage of emotion and practical ability.

Through practice, people can collect a lot of useful information for their rational analysis. Without perceptual
experiences, people have no practical knowledge, and they cannot expect to have practical and reasoning power to
analyze or to draw logical conclusions. In this way, the oppressed cannot find the real causes of their miserable life,
which is the purpose of the ruling class.

“Father”, she returned, almost scornfully, “what other proposal can have been made to me? Whom have I
seen? Where have I been? What are my heart’s experiences?”
(Dickens, 2005)

Louisa’s words indicate she never has the opportunity to contact the outside world and she is deprived of the right
to practice. Louisa thinks her father neglects the importance of practice. Intuitively, Louisa thinks practice is im-
portant, but she does not know why it is so.
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Just as little Tom said, “We were as flat as a warming-pan, and knew no more about life, than any oyster
does”.
(Dickens, 2005)

It does not mean Louisa’s intelligence is low, but because she does not have the opportunity to contact young
men, nor does she have the opportunity to meet those who suffer from their unhappy marriages. When her father
delivers the proposal, she cannot imagine what her marriage will be like if she marries Old Bounderby. Louisa
cannot understand true love. On the one hand, she is too young, only twenty years old and does not have any expe-
rience of love, so she does not know what a kind of man is her favorite; On the other hand, she wants to do something
useful for her brother Tom, she thinks if she marries Old Bounderby, it will make her father happy and bring Tom
a lot of interests. Parents’ love is great because they give countless love to their children since they are young, so
their children want to repay the love to their parents when they grow up. As a father and matchmaker, Mr. Gradgrind
is very persuasive for Louisa’s marriage. Just as the case in David Copperfield indicates, Uriah knows that if he
completely controls Mr. Wickfield, he can win Miss Agnes’s love, so he tries to do something evil in a slimy way
to control Mr. Wickfield. After Old Bounderby controls Mr. Gradgrind, Louisa agrees to do anything as long as it
is for the good of her father and brother. It is not difficult for us to see that these factors together compel Louisa to
marry Old Bounderby.

If we say that our bodies need training to be strong, we can say our minds also need training to be wise. Louisa
does not have any experience of love, so she cannot know which man is suitable for her. When Mr. Gradgrind
delivers the proposal, intuitively, Louisa thinks she does not want to marry Old Bounderby, but she does not know
why she does not like him, and hesitates because of her limited experience. She wants to turn to her father for help,
but he has no such knowledge and can only consider the matter from the viewpoint of utility, which he believes is
universally true, as confirmed by others. Louisa is certainly unhappy in tone when she addresses her father:

“Yet, father, if I had been stone blind; if I had groped my way by my sense of touch, and had been free,
while I knew the shapes and surfaces of things, to exercise my fancy somewhat, in regard to them; I should
have been a million times wiser, happier, more loving, more contented, more innocent and human in all
good respects, than I am with the eyes I have. Now, hear what [ have come to say”.

(Dickens, 2005)

The reason why Louisa says that she is not as good as a blind person though she has a pair of bright eyes, is that
she is deprived of the opportunity to use her senses to feel what things are about. Louisa and little Tom are even
forbidden to go to the circus, for Mr. Gradgrind thinks it humiliating to do so. We know Louisa and little Tom are
confined to the Stone Lodge and have to read textbooks every day. They could not have any fun like other children
due to their father’s stubborn opposition and fear of wasting time and moral misleading by outdoor games along
with other children. Regarding the use of practical experience, Rousseau argues:

If you use your brain to command his hands, then your brain will become useless...farmers react more
slowly than wild men because farmers always do according to what others ask them to or they always do
the same things from their youth. Every day is the same to them. They are like machines doing the same
thing and their habits and obedience replaced their reasoning ability... So we can see the students educated
in this way are thousands of times more foolish than a farmer’s son when they fall in trouble and are
required to give their ideas.

(Rousseau, 2006)

Rousseau, in his Emile, ou, De I’deducation expresses his ideas about natural education. Rousseau’s remarks
show the importance of practice, which is one of his most important educational ideas. He thinks that the reason
why wild men are cleverer than farmers is that wild men have the opportunity to practice different things. The
difference between man and animals is that man’s hands are more civilized than those of animals. With the help of
their eyes and ears, man’s hands become more skillful and can do more practice. After they collect a lot of perceptual
experiences, they use their minds to analyze them and then develop their reasoning ability. Louisa and little Tom
lack practice, and hence they cannot solve problems properly when they are in trouble because they cannot reason
appropriately. We may still remember how our parents taught their children to learn to walk and speak. The parents
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tell them how to walk and say such kinds of simple words as “father”” and “mother”. After trying to walk and speak
thousands of times, the children succeed in walking and speaking at last. If the parents fail to teach the children to
do so by themselves, they can never learn the skills of walking or speaking. Such an experience applies to everything
and everybody. Louisa and Tom are deprived of the right to engage in necessary practice, and then they cannot
expect to have adequate practical experiences. Like ducks indulgent in free, delicious food without having to work,
would become lazy and incapable of flying as swans do, Louisa and Tom would inevitably become degenerated
without using and sharpening their minds in practical experience. Consequently, they become, as little Tom said,
“as flat as a warming-pan, and know no more about life, than any oyster does” (Dickens, 2005). They will become
nothing but machines and can only do things according to the order given by others without their own opinions.

Mr. Gradgrind strongly believes in reason and utility, but treats fancy, imagination, passion, and other emotional
functions indifferently. However, such emotional elements also play a very important role in man’s cognition and
remoulding of the world because they are prerequisites for reasoning and human spiritual development. Only after
we take up adequate psychological and emotional preparation can we go on with analysis and reasoning. Then we
can reach a higher level of cognitive ability and know better about the world that we live in. If we do not have
enough perceptual power, we might easily lose track of an important aspect of our cognitive perspective and pro-
spect, and cannot expect to build up our sound and integral judgment. Unfortunately, Mr. Gradgrind does not care
much about the function of emotion, nor does he make any effort to make further investigations before he believes
that reason is more important than emotion. Evidently, his knowledge about political economy and other current
ideas of the day is not reliable since they are mostly collected from hearsay of various kinds.

3. Conclusion

Charles Dickens belongs to the ordinary people. He describes the unhappy and miserable lives of people from almost
every class. In Hard Times, he chooses to satirize bourgeois education and emphasizes the necessity of natural
education. He also criticizes utilitarianism, the moral guide of the time, which was invented by the ruling class to
control the people of a capitalist society. He employs metaphors, such as sowing, reaping, and garnering, as headings
in Hard Times to satirize the Victorian bourgeois education. The novel is very persuasive because people would not
like to see their children as victims of that unqualified education, as happens to Louisa, Little Tom, and Bitzer.
When Charles Dickens criticizes the educational drawback of that age, he also advocates his ideal education in Hard
Times, David Coppperfield, Great Expectations, and other novels. Charles Dickens’ natural education allows chil-
dren to practice and to have a spiritual life. Charles Dickens thinks that there is too much knowledge in the world
for us to take it all. As long as we acquire the ability to learn, we can pick up any knowledge whenever we need it.
There are too many professions in the world that we do not have enough energy or time to engage in all of them. It
will be enough if a person takes up one of them in which he is interested and can demonstrate his potential. Charles
Dickens believes most people would like to see “golden water” gushing out from the fountain, and the grapes grow-
ing on the branches of the grapevine, instead of seeing them “gathered from thorns and figs from thistles” (Dickens,
2005). These words express Charles Dickens’ educational ideas. He thinks that the little Gradgrinds’ tragedies in
the novel are caused by the bad education that they received. If we want to avoid such tragedies, we should replace
conventional education with natural education.

The charm of the novel lies in the fact that it criticizes the bourgeois education to which Little Tom, Louisa, and
Bitzer are victims and advocates natural education represented by Sissy Jupe and David Copperfield from Dickens’s
other novels. Bourgeois education emphasizes dogmatism while natural education emphasizes practical experience.
Conventional education can only train morbid persons like Bitzer with light eyes and light hair, which are disturbing,
annoying, and even disgusting to the kind-hearted and well-wishing people. Natural education can train psycholog-
ically healthy persons like Sissy with dark hair and dark eyes, which can give us inspiration, though perhaps un-
workable in social reality.

Though Charles Dickens is very sympathetic to the poor and cries for educational reforms, he cannot provide a
perfect solution to the educational problem, nor does he choose to use violence to solve the social problem, because
he sees too much bloodshed by the Chartists. Dickens is a realistic novelist who is different from the Chartist writer
in that he advocates using non-violent ways to change the situation of society. “...he cried out loud against social
injustice, but who did not approve of the use of violence to right the social wrongs and therefore feared rather than
welcomed the Chartist Movement” (Chen, 2004). He also expresses his disappointment by depicting the chartist
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leaders, like Slackbridge. He does not think such kind of leaders can change the situation or other workers’ destiny.
As Stephen said, Slackbridge’s profession is an orator, and he is paid for. Dickens suggests using peaceful methods
to change the minds of the people and solve the social conflicts and unfairness of society. He uses his pen to present
a lot of charitable capitalists in order to call for them to be merciful to the poor. However, he cannot find out the
fact that the capitalists, as part of the ruling class, are exploitive by nature and the capitalists’ greed can never be
satisfied.
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