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Practice exam question 

Hard Times 
Cathy O’Neill 

Guidance for the question on p. 19. 

The opening to an answer 
Dickens’ choice to open Hard Times with a short, didactic chapter that focuses on Gradgrind’s system 
of education as a training in facts, seems to signal to the reader that the emphasis of his attack on the 
evils of industrialism will be through education and schooling. But whether we judge that this attack is 
most effectively presented in this way is less clear-cut.  Everything about Gradgrind is described by 
the narrator as square: his coat, his legs, his neckcloth, even his finger. This suggests that he 
exemplifies the very industrialised principles on which his school is founded: education is shown as a 
mechanical process akin to that triumph of fact, Coketown itself. The link between Gradgrind’s system 
of education and Coketown is made explicit by the parallel presentation of Gradgrind and his ally 
Bounderby, ‘a big loud man, with a stare, and a metallic laugh.’ Yet despite this emphatic opening to a 
political novel, the effectiveness of this explicit linking of Coketown to education is perhaps where the 
novel is least successful.   

One of the much-disputed problems of Hard Times is that the attack on industrialism does not fully 
convince. As early as 1855, Harriet Martineau, perhaps stung by recognising her own work being 
satirised in the novel, proclaimed Dickens to be a pseudo-philanthropist whose lack of experience as a 
middle-class southerner who had rarely visited the large industrial towns and cities of the north, led 
him to misrepresent the ‘great class of industrialists — unsurpassed for intelligence, public spirit and 
beneficence’ as monsters. A modern reader can also find much to question in the simplistic 
presentation of Coketown: the monstrous, bombastic Bounderby with his repetitive patter, the trade 
unionist Slackbridge, entirely self-serving, and the hero, Stephen Blackpool, always good and virtuous.  
But once we turn to the development of the Louisa plot, we find a much more compelling argument 
emerge about the destructive effects of industrialism when imposed upon an individual life. 

Key to this reading of the novel is the scene in which Gradgrind asks his daughter if she will accept 
Bounderby’s proposal of marriage. Dickens uses the imagery of the factories to explore the dreariness 
and indifference of her existence and the repression that it represents.  As she looks silently towards 
the town considering her answer, Gradgrind asks her, ‘Are you consulting the chimneys of the 
Coketown works, Louisa?’  She replies, tellingly, ‘There seems to be nothing there but languid and 
monotonous smoke. Yet when the night comes, Fire bursts out, father!’ He fails to see the significance 
of this remark but it is not lost on the reader. Later in the novel we see the damaging effects of his 
educational system on her, as she nearly falls prey to the predatory Harthouse. Louisa collapses at 
her father’s feet stating ‘All that I know is, your philosophy and your teaching will not save me.  Now, 
father, you have brought me to this.  Save me by some other means!’ Dickens offers the reader a 
strangely powerful alternative to Gradgrind’s educational system through the figure of Sissy Jupe, who 
nurses Louisa back to health and sees off Harthouse single-handedly. The attack on industrialism in 
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the form of an educational system imposed on children is made all the more powerful by its contrast 
with the life of the imagination, most fully seen through Sleary’s Circus. It is the well-spring of Sissy 
Jupe’s love that alters the fate of Louisa and forces Gradgrind to finally see the faults of his 
educational system. It is this contrast between imaginative sympathy and a deadening repression of 
those feelings that is most effective in the novel, rather than the relentless paralleling of industrialism 
with Gradgrind’s flawed educational model. 

Commentary 
• The answer begins straight away by responding to the question directly, the focus is on the 

presentation of education in the novel and it weighs up whether this debate is presented most 
effectively by Dickens as an attack on industrialism. 

• The argument develops its own view confidently and consistently, analysing Dickens’ style 
forcefully as it does so, allowing us to critique the presentation of industrialism in the novel. 

• The answer comments on a range of points to develop this thesis, including the paralleling of 
the two key characters of Bounderby and Gradgrind and the contrast of the life of the 
imagination with this industrialised education through the key roles of Sissy Jupe and Sleary’s 
circus. 

• Context and critical readings are used relevantly to illuminate the response: the discussion 
considers how Hard Times was attacked at the time of its first publication and compares that 
with our own rather different misgivings. 
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