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Discovering Literature: Romantics & Victorians 

Teachers’ Notes 
Curriculum subject 

English Literature 

Key Stage 

4 and 5 

Author or text  

Charles Dickens, Hard Times 

Theme 

Industrialisation  

Rationale 

In this activity, students will examine the working lives of those who 
produced goods in factories, towns and cities and investigate the social 
and economic backdrop to Dickens’s novel Hard Times. However, Hard 
Times is not just a mid-century ‘industrial’ novel; students will explore the 
unique way in which Dickens depicts the impact on those who are treated 
as useful tools, rather than sentient beings. The novel is also a critique on 
certain forms of education, particularly the 19th-century model of 
learning, which privileged ‘fact’ over ‘fancy’ – in other words, our 
imaginative response to the world and the expression of our inner selves. 
Students will be encouraged to make connections between aspects of 
economic policy and schooling and to assess the stultifying effect on 
personal relationships of a society dominated by productivity and 
capitalist ideology.  

  

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

Primary sources from the website 

• Hard Times page proofs with manuscript notes by Charles Dickens  

• The life and adventures of Michael Armstrong, the factory boy, by 
Frances Trollope and Auguste Hervieu (1876) 

• Geological map of England, showing coal-mining districts, by W 
Smith (1820) 

• Circus poster: Astley’s: Monday, Sept 24 and during the week (c. 
1845) 

Recommended reading from the website 

• The rise of technology and industry by Liza Picard  

• Manchester in the 19th century by Professor Emma Griffin  

• Hard Times: fact and fancy by Paul Schlicke  

• Popular culture and the impact of industrialisation by Paul Schlicke  

• Railways in Victorian fiction by Professor John Mullan 

External links 

• On Strike (Household Words February 1854) and To Working Men 
(Household Words October 1854) (published in Selected Journalism 
1850 – 1870 Penguin 1997) 

Key questions 

• What were the prevalent philosophies underpinning social and 
economic policy? 

• What rights did workers have in the mid-19th century? 

• What does Dickens advocate to counteract the harmful effects of 
controls and rigid methodologies?  

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/hard-times-page-proofs-with-manuscript-notes
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/the-life-and-adventures-of-michael-armstrong-the-factory-boy
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/geological-map-of-england-showing-coal-mining-districts
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/circus-poster-astleys-monday-sept-24-and-during-the-week
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/the-rise-of-technology-and-industry
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/manchester-in-the-19th-century
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/fact-versus-fancy-in-hard-times
http://www.bl.uk/romantics-and-victorians/articles/popular-culture-and-the-impact-of-industrialisation
file://v8l-lon2/DATA/Learning%20Team/WEBSITE/Accessibility/PDF%20guidance/Teachers%20notes-text%20based/DL%20R&V/articles/railways-in-victorian-fiction
http://www.victorianweb.org/victorian/authors/dickens/index.html
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Activities 

1. Dickens offers a critique of Utilitarianism. List the key features of this 
philosophy as expounded by JS Mill and Jeremy Bentham. Research 
the impact of Sir James Phillips Kay-Shuttleworth (1804 – 77) on 
education policy. Discuss the connection between the two. 

2. How long was the average working day for adults and children? What 
measures did Government take to restrict the hours that factory and 
mill owners imposed on their employees?  

3. What redress did workers have against their employers in the early- to 
mid-19th century? How did the Trade Unions develop? 

4. Coketown is portrayed as an emblem of the destructive machinery of 
industrialization, fuelled by the workers who service the mills and 
factories. The novel is divided into three books or sections: Sowing, 
Reaping, and Garnering. Investigate the working life and daily routine 
of a farm labourer and compare with that of a factory worker. Discuss 
the relative merits of each. What comment is Dickens making by giving 
the novel this structure? 

5. Critics were sharply divided as to the success of Dickens’s novel and 
where he positioned himself as a social commentator on economic and 
social policy. George Bernard Shaw said, ‘Of the segregated factory 
populations of our purely industrial towns he knew no more than an 
observant professional man can pick up on a flying visit to 
Manchester’. Is this a fair assessment? Explore the criticisms and 
observations made by George Orwell and F.R. Leavis. 

6. One of Dickens’s favourite literary devices is the use of pathetic fallacy. 
His characters become like machines or objects, in the grip of a 
mechanized world. What machine-made objects, manufactured in the 
mid-19th century, might an inhabitant of Coketown have chosen to 
furnish their home? Research the domestic interior and discover where 
in the North of England the items might have been produced.  

7. The need for imaginative engagement is a repetitive theme in Hard 
Times and is represented by Sissy Jupe and Sleary’s circus world. 
Research the theatre, musical entertainment and the public house. 
What would be the cost of these leisure opportunities and how 
frequently might they occur? Is there a contradiction in Dickens’s idea 
of communal recreation and the true expression of individual self? 
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Extension activities 

• How did Dickens make his flying visit? What was the impact of coal, 
steam and the railway on life in the 19th-century city? Investigate how 
Dickens and his contemporaries used the railway to enhance their 
plots.  

• In Hard Times, marriage becomes speculation, husbands and wives 
regard each other as business assets and children are priced and 
measured. Research other key texts of the mid-19th century to further 
evidence this common arrangement. 

• How does Dickens construct the Feminine in Hard Times? Dickens 
suggests that women can counteract the mechanical with tenderness 
and love by becoming the ‘Angel in the House’. Throughout the novel, 
it is suggested that female compassion can restore social harmony. 
Students can debate the extent to which they think this gendered 
notion is still evident in the 21st century. 

• Research the development of Government education policy. How far do 
students think education and learning has departed from the 19th-
century model? How has psychology influenced education policy? 
Research key figures that have advocated play as an essential part of a 
child’s education.  

• Study the following articles written by Dickens to discover more about 
provision for education in the first half of the 19th century:  

♦ Our School (Household Words October 1850)  

♦ A Sleep to Startle Us (Household Words March 1851) (both 
published in Selected Journalism 1850 – 1870 Penguin 1997) 

• Investigate the decline of manufacturing in the North of England. 


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

	Content
	Primary sources from the website
	Recommended reading from the website
	External links

	Key questions
	Activities
	Extension activities


