Analysis of Reality and Fantasy in Hard Times
Abstract: Hard Times is not only an outstanding realism work which directly depicts the scene of the workers under the background of the labor conflict in Britain at that time, but also fully shows Charles Dickens’s wonderful fantasy of an ideal society with strong romanticism. Dickens reflects the impoverishment of British workers in Hard Times, and also criticizes the utilitarian philosophy, education, law, marriage, morality and so on. This essay attempts to describe the “reality” and the “fantasy” expressed by Dickens in the work, and discuss the artistic characteristics of the work. 
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Introduction
Published in 1854, Hard Times is a representative work of Charles Dickens’s mature stage of creation, and occupies a unique position in his works. The novel is not only an outstanding realism work which directly depicts the scene of the workers under the background of the labor conflict in Britain at the time, but also fully shows Dickens’s beautiful fantasy of an ideal society with strong romanticism. Since the 20th century, although some scholars in Europe and America still have different opinions on this work, a growing number of scholars have affirmed its value. Britain’s literary giant Bernard Shawshaw argues that “the occasional indignation has spread and deepened into a passionate revolt against the whole industrial order of the modern world” in the book.
 Although his comments are a bit exaggerated, it can be seen that this work deeply and extensively exposes and criticizes the British capitalist system. When the famous British commentator F. R. Leavis talked about Dickens’s achievements in The Great Tradition, he cited Hard Times as an example, pointing out that “it is the one that has all the strength of his genius, together with a strength no other of them can show that of a completely serious work of art”.
 This article attempts to describe the “reality” shown in the novel and the “fantasy” expressed by Dickens in the work, and discuss the artistic characteristics such as exaggeration of the work.

Reflecting the Reality of British Society and Criticizing Utilitarianism
A remarkble feature of Hard Times is the artistic reproduction of the reality in British society, and it sharply attacks the utilitarian philosophy that defends capitalism. When Dickens initially conceived Hard Times in January 1854, he made clear what the novel was about to write. He sent fourteen titles to his best friend John Foster on January 20, asking Foster help him choose one of them as the title of his new work. These titles help us understand Dickens’s creative intentions. Here are some of them: Mr. Gradgrind’s Facts, the Grindstone, Two and Two Are Four, Something Tangible, Our Hard-Hearted Friend, Simple Arithmetic, A Matter of Calculation, A Mere Question of Figures, the Gradgrind Phillosophy.
 These fourteen titles are much the same. Generally speaking, they are all related to the “statistics”, “arithmetic” and “numbers” advocated by utilitarian philosophers. From some of these titles, we can see that Dickens focuses on the ruthlessness of utilitarianism.

Dickens, who drops out of school in his early years and has little formal education, is indifferent to the philosophical trends prevailing in Britain and the rest of Europe at that time, and seldom addresses philosophy in his works and press articles, but he is concerned with the laissez-faire policies advocated and pursued by the British government in the Victorian era and abhors the utilitarianism that distorts the roots of people’s poverty and defends capitalist exploitation. 

In the early days of his creation, he directed the criticism against the workhouses touted by the Malthusian theorists in Oliver Twist, and later flogged the utilitarian philosophy in Christmas stories such as A Christmas Carol. Hard Times fully exposes the hypocrisy of Malthusian theory and utilitarian philosophy. In the novel, Mr. Bounderby and Mr. Gradgrind, the rulers of Coketown, are the embodiment of this philosophy. In their eyes, everything in the Coketown, including the relationship between employers and employees, the poor life of workers and their monotonous, mechanical labor is an unshakable “fact”. The rule is “to be purchaseable in the cheapest market and saleable in the dearest”. Mr. Gradgrind is a retired hardware wholesaler and is also a member of the town’s parliament. He promotes “facts” education, asking children and workers to accept the facts without any illusions. Mr. Bounderby boasts that he is born in a gutter and uses to be a vagrant, a servant and a hard worker, and becomes a banker and industrialist through his own efforts in the Coketown. He blames the workers’ poverty on their slothfulness, but fantasies about being “fed on turtle soup and venison, with a gold spoon”. The era Hard Times describes is the heyday of Britain’s Victoria. Since the adoption of the parliamentary reform bill in 1832, the industrial bourgeoisie’s political and economic power has continued to increase. In order to protect the interests of the industrial bourgeoisie, the British Government has promoted laissez-faire policies, advocating free trade, disregarding the social disasters caused by industrial development, the workers’ safety and labour intensity, allowing capitalists to exploit workers indiscriminately. The “facts” advocated by Mr. Bounderby and Mr. Gradgrind are to require workers to settle down to the cold reality of the status quo and allow to be exploited by the capitalists.

Some commentators believe that the worker Stephen and the union activist Slackbridge depicted in the novel are the most unsuccessful characters in the work. Stephen is submitted to personal misery and firmly refuses to join the union organization, which finally offends Bounderby and the workers at the same time, and is isolated by society. The union activist Slackbridge calls on the workers to confront capitalists with inflammatory language, and spurs the workers to isolate Stephen because of his reluctance to cooperate with them. So the image of the unionist has been vilified. Nevertheless, through the two characters, Dickens reveals the extreme poverty of British workers in the mid-nineteenth century and the tension between labor and capital.

The Coketown where Stephen lives and works is the epitome of an industrial city during the heyday of Victoria in Britain. In the working part of Coketown, “nature was as strongly bricked out as killing airs and gases were bricked in; at the heart of the labyrinth of narrow courts upon courts, and close streets upon streets, which had come into existence piecemeal, every piece in a violent hurry for some one man’s purpose, and the whole an unnatural family, shouldering, and trampling, and pressing one another to death”. And the soot from the factory chimney smeared a layer of black on the red brick walls of this large pile of buildings.

Dickens’s description of the Coketown is very similar to what is written in Friedrich Engels’s in The Condition of the Working Class in England, which is published several years earlier. “Many have died of starvation, where long-continued want of proper nourishment has called forth fatal illness, when it has produced such debility that causes which might otherwise have remained inoperative brought on severe illness and death” and “reeking of coal smoke, and especially dingy from the originally bright red brick, turned black with time”.
 Both Engels and Dickens notice that under machine production, the workers become slaves to machines. Engels writes:“the engine moves unceasingly; the wheels, the straps, the spindles hum and rattle in his ears without a pause” and many workers are caught by drive belts and lose their lives.
 Dickens portrays factory production more than once in Hard Times: “vast piles of building full of windows where there was a rattling and a trembling all day long, and where the piston of the steam-engine worked monotonously up and down” and the workers work all year round “who all went in and out at the same hours, with the same sound upon the same pavements, to do the same work, and to whom every day was the same as yesterday and to-morrow, and every year the counterpart of the last and the next”. Engels lived in the UK from 1842 to 1844, and he made a field survey and research on the situation of the British proletariat. He completed the book with abundant material. He maintains that “the condition of the working-class is the real basis and point of departure of all social movements of the present because it is the highest and most unconcealed pinnacle of the social misery existing in our day”.
 This important social theme is vividly brought to our eyes through the literary creation of Dickens. 

Dickens not only reflects the impoverishment of British workers in Hard Times, but also criticizes the utilitarian philosophy, education, law, marriage, morality and so on. The fact education described in the first two chapters of the book is one of the most famous chapters. The so-called fact education is utilitarian education. Utilitarianism refers to “the forms of liberty and equality that will produce the greatest happiness depend on the state of the educational, political, economic, and social structure”.
 All the facts are permitted by the utilitarian educator, and all the illusions that do not conform to the facts are denied by them. The elite student Bitzer of fact education defines the horse as “Quadruped. Graminivorous. Forty teeth, namely twenty-four grinders, four eye-teeth, and twelve incisive. Sheds coat in the spring; in marshy countries, sheds hoofs, too. Hoofs hard......” Because his definition does not contain any fantasy elements, and he is talking about the cold and hard facts, he is praised by Mr. Bounderby and Mr. Gradgrind. The answer of Sissy, the daughter of the circus harlequin, is rebuked for her “fantasy”, which does not correspond to the “facts”.

At the time of writing the novel, Dickens is extremely dissatisfied with the education system in England at that time. He holds the view that education is a big part of a person’s life and contributes to their outcome as human beings in society. Throughout Hard Times, Dickens shows the inadequacy of the educational system that only pays attention to facts and ignores the importance of the imagination and fancy that people should have. As Dickens is very concerned about education, in his early work Nicholas Nickleby, he slams the harsh boarding school system in Britain. Later, he cares much about the education of workers. Even in his older years, he goes to Britain to read his novels to raise funds for part-time workers’ education. Hard Times attacks utilitarian education sharply. The author’s intention is clearly revealed in the structure of the novel and the title of each volume. It is divided into three volumes, each with a symbolic title (as never before in Dickens’s works). In the first volume of “sowing”, Mr. Bounderby and Mr. Gradgrind, like sowing seeds, instill utilitarian factual education in children’s minds. In the second volume of “reaping”, this education blooms and bears fruit in the minds of Bitzer and Mr. Gradgrind’s son and daughter, Thomas and Louisa. Bitzer becomes a whistle-blower for Bounderby, and Thomas becomes a thief who steals Bounderby’s bank, and blames the lonely Stephen. To cover up her brother’s theft, Louisa marries Mr. Bounderby who is thirty years older than her. In the third volume “garnering”, the “facts” education yields bad results: Thomas’ theft is discovered and he has to escape from the country, and the marriage between Louisa and Mr. Bounderby breaks down, and the self-touted false history of how Mr. Bounderby achieves success is disclosed. Bitzer originally tries to become successful but comes to no good end. Dickens borrows the words “for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap” from the Bible to show that bourgeois utilitarian educators are bound to eat their own fruit and lift a stone to hit their feet.

In addition, the novel also describes a lot about marriages and marriage-related laws. Stephen not only suffers various blows in society, but also leads a miserable personal life. Because he has a crazy wife addicted in alcohol, he can’t be with his true love. He even cannot divorce because he is poor. Dickens shows that the law is unfair in Britain that it is against the poor, while the bourgeoisie can use the power of money to get rid of the fetters of the law. As Mr. Bounderby says to Stephen, Britain has a law that allows people to get married after divorce, but the law doesn’t apply to him at all because it requires money, a large sum of money. In the novel, in addition to Stephen’s unhappy marriage, the author also writes about the relationship without love between the Gradgrind couple, as well as between Mr. Bounderby and Louisa. In Dickens’s writings, this loveless utilitarian marriage is tantamount to disguised prostitution. In the life of Louisa, Dickens also specially inserts the figure of Harthouse. The appearance of Harthouse is, on the one hand, necessary for the plot, and under the temptation of this graceful dandy, Louisa is in danger of falling, but on the other hand, Dickens, through this character, reveals the collusion between the rulers of Coketown and London. The smoke above Coketown is not just unique in Britain, but envelops the whole Britain, which further shows that the town is the epitome of the whole country.

Displaing Fantasy of Ideal Human Relationship
Another remarkable feature of the book is that the author has poured into his works his fantasy of good human relationship. In the literary history, a great writer is able to create immortal works, mainly because they hold the pulse of the times, they can grasp some essential phenomena in life with keen observation, and reproduce in front of readers through artistic processing. While reproducing the reality of life, the author strongly expresses his yearning for a better life or for an ideal society. While discerning utilitarians such as Mr. Bounderby and Mr. Gradgrind in the novel, Dickens calls for the restoration of “human nature” suppressed by utilitarians and for the full realization of all the “fantasies” of their nature.

In Dickens’s writings, characters like Mr. Bounderby and Mr. Gradgrind all lose humanity. They measure everything with utility, and even use a ruler, a balance and a multiplication table to weigh “humanity”. In their eyes, workers don’t have human attributes, but are seen as just horsepower and “hands”. Dickens ironically points out that if the creator gives the workers only two hands, or “hands and stomachs” like the lower creatures on the beach, they would be better able to win the favor of the property owners. Through Stephen’s words, Dickens wants the bourgeois to treat the worker with sympathy and patience.

Dickens doesn’t give a clear explanation for his repeated “fantasy”. Yet in the fifth chapter “the keynote”, he demands that the workers be freed from the decades of repression, so that the workers have a chance to vent after doing long and monotonous work, giving them “some recognized holiday” for “some physical relief —— some relaxation, encouraging good humour and good spirits”. Stephen repeatedly told Mr. Bounderby that the situation in the town was “a mess”, and that it was absolutely impossible to deal with workers with tough tactics, and he begged the asset owners to treat them with humanity, to inspire them, and until he died, he hoped that humans would understand mutually and get closer to each other. In a conversation with Louisa, Stephen describes the virtues of the workers, which can be said to be Dickens’s “fantasy” of the future:

They’re true to one another, faithfo’ to one another, ‘fectionate to one another, e’en to death. Be poor amoong ‘em, be sick amoong ‘em, grieve amoong ‘em for onny o’ th’ monny causes that carries grief to the poor man’s door, an’ they’ll be tender wi’ yo, gentle wi’ yo, comfortable wi’ yo, Chrisen wi’ yo.

The story of the Sleary’s company is deliberately interspersed in the novel. This circus is the embodiment of Dickens’s fantasy world. The members in the company are uneducated. At that time, the education people could only receive is the “facts” education promoted by Mr. Gradgrind and other utilitarians. The whole group in the compamy could not write a word or two. However, this is a big family working together, they are agile, rich in ideas, and bring joy to people. They can “dance upon rolling casks, stand upon bottles, catch knives and balls, twirl hand-basins, ride upon anything, jump over everything”. Their creative “fantasy” performance contrasts strongly with the monotonous manual and mechanical labor in the Coketown factories. What is more valuable is that these people possess “a special inaptitude for any kind of sharp practice, and an untiring readiness to help and pity one another”. 

Dickens describes this circus team with no social status in the town. This “fantasy” world that represents the future of humanity in the eyes of Dickens, which defeats the “real” world manipulated by the rules of the town, Mr. Bounderby and Mr. Gradgrind. In the fact education school, only the fantasy of Sissy, the daughter of the clown Jupe, is not suffocated by fact education. She thinks it possible to paste the room with paper drawn from horses and to lay the floor with a carpet of flowers, though she is reprimanded by the educators. After her father leaves, Mr. Gradgrind takes her into his home. In Mr. Gradgrind’s house, she radiates the brilliance of “humanity”, bringing a trace of warmth to this lifeless house. Under her influence, the desperate Louisa regains the courage to live, and even Mr. Gradgrind is repentant and admits the failure of his utilitarian philosophy. 

Engels, after examining the situation of the British working class, predicts “an inevitable revolution”. He argues that the proletariat can only change their situation if they fight. Dickens expresses sympathy for the inhuman life of the workers from the standpoint of bourgeois humanism, and describes the tragic fate of the workers, but he opposes any radical action by the workers to widen the gap between labor and capital. He emphasizes class cooperation, which is represented by Stephen and Sissy.

Dickens makes this idea clear in many works and speeches. While he was preparing to write Hard Times, twenty thousand textile workers in Preston in the north insisted that their wages being raised by ten percent through a nine-month strike. Dickens once went there for an interview to write Hard Times. On Feb 11th, 1945, he published a report entitled On Strike in his weekly magazine Household Words. Although Dickens admitted that the strikers in Preston were well-ordered and did not act aggressively, he pointed out that the strike was “a great national affliction” because it was “in its waste of time, in its waste of a great people’s energy, in its waste of wages, in its waste of wealth that seeks to be employed, in its encroachment on the means of many thousands who are labouring from day to day, in the gulf of separation it hourly deepens between those whose interests must be understood to be identical or must be destroyed.”
 Dickens made a similar argument in a speech in Birmingham on December 30, 1853. What Dickens promotes in the novel is the fantasy of mutual understanding and interdependence between bourgeoisie and proletariat. Just because Dickens believes that there is a convergence of interests between the two sides, which has greatly weakened the critical value of the book. This is particularly manifested in the fact that Mr. Gradgrind finally repents and the circus team try to cover up the situation of Thomas who is responsible for Stephen’s death. Although Dickens slams the philosophy of utilitarianism, his view of congruent interest of the both sides are essentially the same as the “most benefit for the largest number of people” advocated by the utilitarians. No wonder Dickens wrote in a letter to a friend in June 1854: “I often say to Mr. Gradgrind that there is reason and good intention in much that he does—in fact, in all that he does—but that he over-does it. Perhaps by dint of his going his way and my going mine, we shall meet at last some halfway house where there are flowers on the carpets......”
 

In a class society, it is only a kind of “fantasy” to try to change the situation of “a mess” by trying to get close to each other and understanding each other without getting rid of the roots of class exploitation. Holding this “fantasy”, Dickens sensitively observes the unreasonable and unfair phenomena in the bourgeois society, revealing the great social poverty and arsenic social disadvantages covered by the superficial prosperity of the Victorias era, which leads him to create moving pieces one by one, but his “fantasy” greatly weakens the critical power of his work, making him cater to the taste of the Victorian middle class in many works, ending with happy endings. This “fantasy” also seriously damages some positive characters’ images, for example, Stephen and Sissy are feeble figures in the novel.

Exaggeration in Hard Times
Hard Times is much shorter than other works in terms of length, but its plot’s complexity is no less than other novels. There are several parallel clues in the novel, including two main clues which are the misfortune of the Gradgrind family and Stevens’ personal life. Through these two main clues, many other secondary clues like the strike in the Coketown, the suffering of Sissey, the marriage of Mr. Bounderby and Louisa, and Bounderby’s rejecting his mother are finally exposed. These clues are closely linked to Mr. Gradgrind’s utilitarian philosophy, and they are organically linked with the “fact” education he advocates, exposing and criticizing the hypocrisy nature of utilitarian philosophy from different aspects. Especially noteworthy is the two absolutely opposite worlds of the Coketown and the circus created in the novel. The author arranges the two characters Sissy and Stephen, and through them the two worlds are fused together, expressing the author’s ideal.

The novel highlights Dickens’s artistic exaggeration in his writing. Dickens often uses bold exaggeration to achieve comic effect in describing scenes, highlighting atmosphere and portraying characters. With respect to Dickens’s exaggeration, commentators always have mixed reviews. Henry James maintains that every character in Dickens’s novel is just “a bundle of eccentricities”.
 Trollope believes that Dickens’s characters are just “puppets” of “charm”.
 Chesterton thinks highly of Dickens’s exaggeration. When he commented on Hard Times, he praised it as “in a sense one of his greatest monuments” in Dickens’s creation.
 He believes that Dickens’s exaggeration is thoughtful. Dickens expresses his resentment against ugly things through hyperbole. He exaggeratedly describes the character of Mr. Bounderby because he really hates him. A contemporary critic, when discussing Dickens’s creation, points out that the romantic, grotesque and Gothic elements and “reality” interweave into a paradoxical and contradictory “grotesque” art. The critic argues that Dickens and the great writers of the nineteenth century like Honoré de Balzac and Nikolai Gogol have something in common, suggesting that they should be called “romantic realism”.
 The romantic realism is a very definite expression of Dickens’s creative characteristics. Just as discussed earlier, Hard Times is a realistic work, but it also shows Dickens’s “fantasy” with strong emotion. 

Dickens is good at grasping the appearance characteristics of characters, the habitual gestures, and even catch phases when he portrays the characters. He repeats the description with exaggerated techniques, and uses this method to highlight the personality of human objects. When describing lifeless things or scenes, Dickens often uses personified techniques to bring lifeless things or scenes to life; when describing characters, he often uses lifeless things to metaphorize alive people, so that people also have the attributes of things. For example, he describes the appearance of Mr. Gradgrind in an exaggerated way, and compares the only row of upright hair remaining on the edge of his bald head to a row of impenetrable trees, showing the stubborn character of Mr. Gradgrind:

“......the speaker’s hair, which bristled on the skirts of his bald head, a plantation of firs to keep the wind from its shining surface, all covered with knobs, like the crust of a plum pie, as if the head had scarcely warehouse-room for the hard facts stored inside. The speaker’s obstinate carriage, square coat, square legs, square shoulders, - nay, his very neckcloth, trained to take him by the throat with an unaccommodating grasp, like a stubborn fact......”

Even the Stone Lodge in which Mr. Gradgrind lives shows his master’s character:

“A very regular feature on the face of the country, Stone Lodge was. Not the least disguise toned down or shaded off that uncompromising fact in the landscape. A great square house, with a heavy portico darkening the principal windows, as its master's heavy brows overshadowed his eyes”. 

Even sunshine and skin color are used to describe the characters in Dickens’s writings. Different shades of skin under the sun show different personalities of the characters, such as in the following paragraph about Sissy and Bitzer:

“......Sissy, being at the corner of a row on the sunny side, came in for the beginning of a sunbeam, of which Bitzer, being at the corner of a row on the other side, a few rows in advance, caught the end. But, whereas the girl was so dark-eyed and dark-haired, that she seemed to receive a deeper and more lustrous colour from the sun, when it shone upon her, the boy was so light-eyed and light-haired that the self-same rays appeared to draw out of him what little colour he ever possessed. His cold eyes would hardly have been eyes, but for the short ends of lashes which, by bringing them into immediate contrast with something paler than themselves, expressed their form. His short-cropped hair might have been a mere continuation of the sandy freckles on his forehead and face. His skin was so unwholesomely deficient in the natural tinge, that he looked as though, if he were cut, he would bleed white”.

We can only see the strong love and hatred shown by Dickens’s exaggeration just from the examples given above. Dickens uses this exaggerated caricature to praise and whip the people or things he describes. Because his positive characters often express his “fantasy”, not from life, most of the positive characters he creates with exaggerated techniques have failed
, but most of the negative characters he created with this method are vivid and unforgettable, such as Pecksniff in Martin Chuzzlewit and Podsnap in Our Mutual Friend. Some of the scenes Dickens portrays in an exaggerated way also leave an indelible impression on the reader, such as the workhouse in Oliver Twist, the Marshalsea prison for debtors in Little Dorrit, and, in particular, the fog that pervades the Lord Chancellor’s Court at the beginning of Bleak House. Dickens’s artistic characteristics are precisely the combination of profound, keen observation of “reality” and rich “fantasy”. Without this exaggeration, without this combination of “reality” and “fantasy”, there would be no Dickens. Many commentators in Europe and America have accused Dickens of this technique. We better answer them with Dickens’s own words. Dickens defended his exaggeration in the preface of Martin Chuzzlewit and said: “What is exaggeration to one class of minds and perceptions, is plain truth to another. That which is commonly called a long-sight, perceives in a prospect innumerable features and bearings non-existent to a short-sighted person. I sometimes ask myself whether there may occasionally be a difference of this kind between some writers and some readers; whether it is ALWAYS the writer who colours highly, or whether it is now and then the reader whose eye for colour is a little dull?”

Dickens’s exaggeration is one of the reasons why his works are fascinating. His exaggeration, like a dagger, is devoted to the phenomenon of destroying and crushing “human nature” in bourgeois society. All kinds of unreasonable phenomena in the society are depicted by cartoon-style exaggeration, just as bacteria are magnified under the microscope. In Dickens’s dramatic language and sharp tone, the  “grotesque” description contains clear and abundant imagination, extraordinary feelings, vivid love and hate. He pours love and enthusiasm on the kind, oppressed working class, hatred and cynicism on the exploiters, and the readers are struck by  the breadth and depth of social and human observation as shown by Dickens. 
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