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Discovering Literature: Romantics & Victorians 

Teachers’ Notes 
Curriculum subject 

English Literature 

Key Stage 

4 and 5 

Author or text  

Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol 

Theme 

Poverty, money and miserliness 

Rationale 

In this activity, students will consider the economic and political context 
that informs Dickens’s famous novella, A Christmas Carol. Scrooge, the 
moneylender, is visited first by his long-deceased partner, Jacob Marley, 
and then by three consecutive spirits; the Ghost of Christmas Past, 
Christmas Present and the Ghost of Christmas Yet to Come. Dickens’s 
message to his readership is clear: acknowledge the plight of the poor; 
attend to their needs; or ignore them at your peril. The 19th century was 
a time of immense poverty and great philanthropy; students will evaluate 
the impact of economic and social policy and consider how Dickens 
responded to ‘The Condition of England’ question.   

http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/
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Content 

Primary sources from the website 

• Thomas R Malthus’ Principle of Population (1803) 

• 'English Pigs' and 'English Poor' from The Poor Man's Guardian 
(1847) 

• Letter from Charles Dickens on ragged schools, from the Daily News 
(1846) 

• Report on child labour (1842) 

Recommended reading and viewing 

• The Origins of A Christmas Carol by Professor John Sutherland 

• Ghosts in A Christmas Carol by Professor John Mullan 

• Henry Mayhew’s London Labour and the London Poor by Mary L 
Shannon 

• The Working Classes and The Poor by Liza Picard 

• Short documentary-style films on Dickens 

Key questions 

• How were the poor represented during the first half of the 19th 
century? 

• What changes occurred during the second half of the 19th century 
that affected how the poor were perceived and treated? 

• Where does Dickens stand in relation to ‘The Condition of England’ 
question? 

• What action does Dickens propose to alleviate the plight of the 
poor? 

  

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/malthus-principle-of-population
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/english-pigs-and-english-poor-from-the-poor-mans-guardian-25-december-1847
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/letter-from-charles-dickens-on-ragged-schools-from-the-daily-news
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/report-on-child-labour-1842
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/the-origins-of-a-christmas-carol
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/ghosts-in-a-christmas-carol
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/henry-mayhews-london-labour-and-the-london-poor
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/the-working-classes-and-the-poor
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/videos
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Activities 

1. There were three dominant ideas about poverty up until the mid-19th 
century. Read the following and decide how Dickens challenges these 
assumptions within the narrative form of A Christmas Carol. 

• It was believed that poverty was caused by the personal 
shortcomings of the individual concerned. Laziness, drunkenness 
and extravagance were seen as the causes of hardship. 

• It was assumed that anyone could help themselves out of poverty 
through hard work, thrift and sobriety 

• It was thought that help from government was the last resort – and 
better not at all since charity would encourage dependency. 

2. After the mid-19th century, three new ideas began to take 
precedence: 

• Writers and novelists depicted an increasingly distressing picture of 
poverty, especially in the big cities. The country as a whole became 
wealthier, yet poverty was not decreasing. The plight of the poor 
began to shock the middle classes. 

• There was growing recognition that poverty was not necessarily the 
result of carelessness or irresponsible behaviour, but that its cause 
might be unemployment, irregular work, low wages, sickness and 
large families. 

• Gradually, it was thought that only the State could tackle the 
problem of poverty, and that collective solutions were urgently 
needed. 

Consider these statements and research the work of writers other than 
Dickens who changed perceptions of the poor, including Elizabeth 
Gaskell and the Brontës. 

In addition, research the groundbreaking work of Henry Mayhew 
whose four-volume London Labour and The London Poor (1861 – 62) 
documented the precarious lives of the poor by reporting interviews 
with its subjects verbatim. 

3. Research the work of Thomas Carlyle (1795 – 1881) who first raised 
‘The Condition of England’ question in two separate works, Chartism 
(1839) and Past and Present (1843) by exploring the idea of two 
parallel nations existing side by side, one rich and one poor. Carlyle 
had also attacked Utilitarianism and the economic system of laissez-
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faire in Signs of the Times (1829). Consider the similarities between 
Dickens and Carlyle in terms of their political and economic views. 

4. The term ‘cash nexus’ describes the depersonalized connection that 
exists between employers and employees in a Capitalist society. How 
does Dickens reveal his thoughts about the ‘cash nexus’? Both Dickens 
and Mayhew warned against complacency. One of their chief concerns 
was the threat of social revolution by the desperate and displaced. Is 
Dickens a radical reformer or does he advocate a more personal, 
individual response to ameliorating poverty? 

5. In 1824, when Dickens was 12, his father was arrested and imprisoned 
for debt in the Marshalsea. Compare the miser Scrooge with the 
character of Mr Micawber (David Copperfield, 1850), said to be based 
on Dickens’s own father, whose personal finances are always 
precarious. Students can debate whether they find it surprising that 
Dickens can so readily satirize the penny-pinching Scrooge given that 
he had suffered his father’s lack of thrift. What do these two characters 
indicate about Dickens’s personality and position in terms of pecuniary 
matters? 

6. Study John Leech’s illustration of the degraded children named 
Ignorance and Want with the smoking chimneys of Manchester in the 
background. Why does Dickens create the character of Tiny Tim rather 
than give imaginative life to the waifs? Dickens visited Manchester in 
October 1843 to speak at the newly opened Athenaeum (which 
provided reading rooms and educational facilities for working men) and 
was horrified by what he saw of the working poor. The experience is 
said to have directly influenced A Christmas Carol. 

Extension activities 

• Research ‘Self-Help’ (1859) by Samuel Smiles. Compile a list of 
both how this approach to life might have been a help to the 
working classes, but also a hindrance. 

• How did the middle-classes view early trade associations and efforts 
by the working classes to form themselves into co-operative 
movements? 

• Find out about the work of Olivia Hill and the Charity Organisation 
Society (formed in 1869). How did Hill’s perception of the poor 
differ from Dickens’s? 
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• Research the philanthropic work of the chocolate manufacturer 
Cadbury in Birmingham, William Lever on Merseyside, George 
Peabody and Titus Salt. 

• What charities did Charles Dickens support with the proceeds from 
his public readings of adaptations of his own work? 

• The character of Scrooge may have been inspired by the life of John 
Elwes (1714 – 1789), Member of Parliament for Berkshire and a 
noted eccentric and miser. Research the ways in which he saved 
money. 


	Discovering Literature: Romantics & Victorians
	Teachers’ Notes
	Curriculum subject
	Key Stage
	Author or text
	Theme
	Rationale

	Content
	Primary sources from the website
	Recommended reading and viewing

	Key questions
	Activities
	Extension activities


