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| ABSTRACT 

This study reads Charles Dickens's Oliver Twist, David Copperfield, Hard Times, and Great 

Expectations as "condition of England novels" by applying realism and naturalism theories, 

which focus on "parole". The term referred to by Ferdinand de Saussure in language acquisition 

to mean "performance". This paper addresses how Charles Dickens uses the term "parole" to 

refer to children's performance under social influences. Through his works, Dickens shows that 

the environment plays an elementary role in building children's characters as they grasp 

knowledge from their surroundings. They interact with the social environment, which fosters 

or hinders their development. Childhood is a crucial stage in the development of societies. 

Through the portrayal of children in Oliver Twist, David Copperfield, Hard Times, and Great 

Expectations, Dickens highlights the ordeals and suffering of children in the nineteenth century 

and shows the plight of the Industrial Revolution as it damaged the essential block of Victorian 

society. Accordingly, schools, factories, streets, workhouses, teachers, masters, and parents all 
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1. Introduction 

The nineteenth century witnessed a surpassing population growth due to many factors, such as 

immigration (Mikysková, 2011). Accordingly, people tried to enhance their situation by moving 

from the countryside and plantations to industrial cities. Among the most significant cities 

swarming with population were London, Manchester, Leeds, and Birmingham. Writers came up 

with a new type of writing which focused on the bad conditions of the working class, their illness 
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and miserable suffering, and the conditions of the cruel and harsh environment in which they 

lived. All of these take part in the factors that made the rise of a new type of fiction named 

"Condition-of-England Novels," which could be defined as industrialised novels that examine 

the growing conflicts between the individual human will and society's determining factors. The 

society's determining factors include heredity, class, and environment. The concept of 

embedding hidden messages in nineteenth-century writings was emphasized by Marambaud, 

who indicates that the role of literature is not for art only but also to have a "significance" 

beyond its surface (Marambaud, 1971). 

 

Charles Dickens's writing is characterized by his vivid imagination, social consciousness, and 

ability to create memorable, larger- than-life characters. His writing is known for its imaginative 

and descriptive power, as well as its skill to seize the richness and variety of human experience. 

He was a novelist of people, writing about real-life experiences. It also means to create content 

that resonates with a broad audience, addressing their interest, concerns or needs. Dickens did 

his best in the novels to call public attention to slum conditions and miseries of low-class life 

and people. He was a reformer, humanitarian and a mild romantic. The four novels that have 

been discussed focus on the condition of England during Victorian times. Dickens was a good 

reporter, and many of his novels represent Victorian life as it was. He was an ideal Victorian 

blend of the romantic and realistic life. 

 

Realism, as a literary artistic theory, focuses on representing things as they are in reality. 

Naturalism goes in the same direction as realism. In literature, realism seeks to depict everyday 

life. This movement emerged in the 19th century as a reaction against romanticism, aiming for 

a more objective portrayal of the world, its characters, and their situations. Realist works often 

explore social issues and human behaviour in a detailed and accurate manner. 

Environment means space, which affects the behaviour of human beings (Erkan & Valipour 

Arehjan, 2022). Also, it could be defined as the circumstances that affect the development of a 

single life (Ding et al., 2022). It is on one side the place where they take basic needs of life, while 

on the other, it represents a collection of circumstances, some of which are natural, like land, 

plants, and even living creatures. The environment affects children's development, sharpens 

their characters, and allows them to be positive or negative forces in their social environment. 

Dickens is brilliant in making history talk through the depiction of children. He shows the readers 

the importance of children on a societal basis. This study shows how children are born with 

innocence and natural goodness. It is only when parents nurture them and interact with their 

social surroundings that they gain experience and gradually lose some innocence. 

 

The objective of this article is to examine the dramatic influences of social environment on the 

formation of children's characters in Oliver Twist (1837-1839), David Copperfield (1849- 1850), 

Hard Times (1845), and Great Expectations (1860- 1861). 

2. Literature Review 
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The Victorian period was the field for many researchers to study and investigate childhood. In 

(Georgieva, 2014), Margarita tackles the "dichotomy of childhood." The first side celebrates 

purity with its glorification, while the other side condemns the dark hole that consumes the 

goodness inside. Black and Wordsworth have investigated the theme of childhood in their 

writing (Martin, 1989). British and American novelists also have written about this crucial period 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƻƴŜϥǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ [Ŝǿƛǎ /ŀǊƻƭΩǎ !ƭƛŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ²ƻƴŘŜǊ [ŀƴŘ όмусрύΣ 9ƭizabeth 

DŀǎƪŜƭƭΩǎ bƻǊǘƘ ŀƴŘ {ƻǳǘƘ όмуррύΣ aŀǊƪ ¢ǿŀƛƴϥǎ ¢ƘŜ !ŘǾŜƴǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ¢ƻƳ {ŀǿȅŜǊ όмутсύΣ ŀƴŘ 

Charles Dickens employ children's characters in their novels from different angles. 

 

M. H Abrams defines realism as "a literary movement of the nineteenth century, especially of 

prose fiction," and it is used to "present an accurate imitation of life as it is"(Abrams, 1971). This 

literary movement goes back to "Balzac in France, George Eliot in England, and William Dean 

Howells in America" (Abrams, 1971). Donald Pizer refers to naturalism in his book "since it 

seems to take literature in the same direction as realism". "The naturalist often describes his 

characters as though they are conditioned and controlled by environment, heredity, instinct, or 

chance". "The naturalist populates his novel primarily from the lower class. His characters are 

the poor, the uneducated, the unsophisticated" (Pizer, 1984). 

Barnett and Casper emphasize that: 

ΨIǳƳŀƴ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ŜƴŎƻƳǇŀǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎǎΣ ǎƻŎial 

relationships, and cultural milieus within which defined groups of people function and interact. 

Components of the social environment include built infrastructure; industrial and occupational 

structure; labour markets; social, economic processes; wealth; social, human, and health 

services; power relations; government; race relations; social inequality; cultural practices; the 

ŀǊǘǎΤ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΤ ŀƴŘ ōŜƭƛŜŦǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΦΩ ό/ŀǎǇŜǊΣ нллмύ 

Richards targets both John Locke's and Rousseau's reactions against the Puritan belief in the 

idea of the "original sin" (Richards, 2014). The work concludes that Locke believed that "children 

were blank slates who could improve through experience and careful education," while 

Rousseau believed in "the innate goodness of children and in a commitment to cultivating their 

individual potential and creative spirit" (Richards, 2014). 

In (Wheeler, 1994), an industrial novelist talks about the growing conflicts between human will 

and social factors such as the environment. He focuses on a certain period, which is the 

Victorian age. It was a rich and exclusive era in the history of English fiction. Novels became 

prominent in the Victorian period. 

(Richards, 2014)investigates childhood and traces its history. The researcher spots three 

markers of childhood. The first one is the socioeconomic change. The second one is the moral 

and philosophical trend, while the last one is the influences of the spread of Christianity and its 

notions. (Richards, 2014) focuses on one novel, which is David Copperfield. YŀǘŜǊƛƴŀ tŜƪŀǌƻǾł 

compared the concepts of child and childhood. The author starts with the UNICEF definition of 

ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘΦ tŜƪŀǌƻǾł ǎƘŜŘǎ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ϦwƻƳŀƴǘƛŎ /ƘƛƭŘϦ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ 

innocence. The researcher focuses on the cornerǎǘƻƴŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΥ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǳǊƛǘȅ όtŜƪŀǌƻǾłΣ 

2014). 
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Previous writers wrote about various issues relating to childhood. One of the subjects that 

received critical attention was child abuse. Brennan targeted the idea of childcare by both 

parents and society. Brennan enlisted different types of abuses that Dickens implied in Oliver 

Twist. The work addressed alcohol abuse and domestic violence, which are part of social life, as 

facts which children used to live and interact with (Brennan, 2001). Dickens draws the attention 

of readers to the bad influences, such as how abuses leave children with emotional pains 

greater than physical ones. 

Nineteenth-century novels were rooted in realism and indulged in social reform. They "embody 

some kind of moral teaching"(Wheeler, 1994). In (Badinjki, 2016), T. Badinjki emphasizes 

through Nancy's character how she is a "victim of circumstances". Nancy, as a child, is innocent. 

It is the social surroundings and interaction with Fagin's gang that contaminates her character. 

The researcher shows that although the circumstances push her to a life of a prostitute, she still 

preserves some buried goodness which arises from her interaction with Oliver. Dickens, as a 

social reformer and critic, wants the readers to sympathize with Nancy as she realizes the evil 

she is indulged with. Badinjki emphasizes that Dickens only "condemns the sin and tries to 

redeem the sinner" (Badinjki, 2016). 

 

Another article by Xiaohui Huang highlights the social evils which leave the poor with 

permanent struggles (Xiaohui Huang, 2016). Huang shows the ugly face of money in society and 

focuses on David's character. The author shows the terrible situations that children have 

endured. Childhood during the Victorian time has missed an important part of it as children 

were forced to work at an early age. Children interact with their social environment and take 

responsibility as adults. 

 

The main contribution of this paper is summarised as follows: 

ω The paper sheds light on the critical effects of social and environmental influences on 

children's characters. The paper argues that children's behaviour reflects their social 

environment, and their character formation is shaped by societal ills. It emphasizes that 

children's characters are products of their surroundings, a message central to most of Dickens's 

novels. 

ω The paper targets four of Charles Dickens's relevant novels, namely Oliver Twist, David 

Copperfield, Hard Times, and Great Expectations. The study focuses on Dickens because he was 

a social reformer and realist writer who studied the social environment's impact on children's 

development. The novels analysed feature instances of physical, emotional, and institutional 

abuse. 

ω The paper analyses the effects of different factors on the social environment in which 

children grow and learn. The study shows how the social environment plays a crucial role in 

shaping children's characters. The responsibility for children's health and well-being rests with 

all parts of society, including parents, monarchies, churches, and schools. Each of these plays 



55 
 

an integral role in shaping a child's character. This formula is one of the hallmarks of realism, 

and the study emphasizes it. 

 

3. Methodology 

This paper describes children's characters as conditioned or controlled by the environment. This 

study targets Dickens as a realist writer and social reformer, studying the social environment 

and showing its effect on children's "parole" as it moulds their way of life. There are many 

factors that affect the childhood stage, which are social life and work experience, school 

experience, industrial life, parents, and officials. All of these factors play a part in the melting 

pot of the child's character, parole" (Brown, 2000). This study will analyse the four novels of 

Charles Dickens by studying the three factors above and target Dickens as a realist writer. 

Childhood is the watery overflow that gives life to the construction of the hopeful tree of 

adulthood. 

Oliver Twist focuses on orphaned children, criticizing the poor treatment inside workhouses and 

outside in the streets of London, where they are abused or mistreated. This work focuses, in 

particular, on how Dickens portrays the impact of the social life and work experience, 

represented by the city and the atrocities of the workhouse officials, on the characters of weak, 

helpless children, which quite often lead to their miserable suffering. For example, coffin 

making, chimney sweeping, pickpocketing, and burglary, which children are forced to acquire. 

 

While Oliver Twist focuses on the impact of social life and work experience, David Copperfield 

describes how David has to study in an unhealthy school environment and during holidays. He 

also draws his reader's attention to the physical and psychological pressures and the bullying 

he suffers. This work discusses how David's character is built upon experiences that are derived 

from work experience, school experience, and social life experience. 

  

 

Hard Times highlights the shortcomings of Industrial life and its impact on children. The 

discussion in this paper gives precise descriptions of the condition of working-class families and 

children, showing the impact of pushing children to work from an early age and the impact of 

the Utilitarian philosophy of facts and materialism, which denies them any kind of amusement 

or imagination on children's education. 

Charles Dickens continues his interest in the lives and experiences of children in his novel Great 

Expectations, which was published in 1861. Great Expectations highlights the theme of poor 

education. Children are forced to bear duties and work with different experiences and 

circumstances. Dickens records children's suffering and their first experiences, as in the case of 

Pip and Estella in Great Expectations. This study shows the effect of parents and officials as a 

ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
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future personalities. Also, it shows the wrong upbringing, which causes children to grow up with 

permanent loss and pain. 

 

4. Results and Discussion 

Dickens' novels reflect his early experience, which was full of hardships and obstacles. He lived 

under pressure after his father's imprisonment and worked at Warren's Blacking Factory at the 

age of twelve. Charles Dickens is the cornerstone of this study. He was a famous writer and well-

known for his style of writing, reflecting the real life of Victorian Britain. Dickens portrays how 

orphaned and low economic-class children suffer. These children are stigmatized by their 

background and are apprenticed to jobs that are not suitable for their physical capacity. 

Consequently, there has been a lack of love and care, weak family ties, hunger and punishment 

that pushed poor children to take the road of degradation in the slums of London. This created 

children with low self- esteem and psychological problems all their lives. It is evident that the 

social environment is the soil that provides children with experiences, lessons, achievements, 

fears, and beliefs. It can produce either good characters and hard workers or criminals, thieves, 

pickpockets, and burglars. Dickens shows the readers the importance of children as a societal 

basis upon whom society would later depend, grow strong, and develop or deteriorate. 

Oliver Twist's novel was subtitled as "The Parish Boy's Progress," and shows how the majority 

of children struggled with the harmful surrounding environment. It shows the shortcomings of 

the workhouses' system at that time, which hindered their development and corrupted them. 

There are three demanding environmental factors that play a vital role in the process of 

moulding Oliver's character. First, the workhouse environment. The trial and the prison 

environment. Third, the city environment. Naturalism tends to focus on poor and working-class 

characters, which is one of the characteristics of it. Society is the fertile soil that makes the 

buildings of life. However, if this soil is polluted, the plants will wither, and their life will be 

killed. Charles Dickens focused in his writing on drawing people's attention to the deterioration 

of English society. He focused on the abuses and social conditions of England at that time. 

Naturalism presents characters as being influenced by nature, as well as the social and 

economic conditions of their lives. As a well-known social reformer, he paid a lot of attention 

to the social evils that surrounded children and wrote about them in his various novels. Dickens 

launches a harsh criticism of Victorian society. Children are like little windows if one leaves them 

homeless, and without protection, it is natural to be drawn to corruption. 

 

Utilitarian society measures everything with the amount of money in one's pocket. In Oliver 

Twist, children learn to be great men by performing pickpocketing. The system of wrong 

teachings is also evident in Hard Times, where children are not allowed to dream or have fun. 

As one of those children of the army of pickpocketing, Charley Bates tries to satisfy Fagin's 

endless appetite for money. While realism often suggests that society could improve, 

naturalism does not take this view. He has been the second hand to Dodger and one of the 

pivotal characters through the development of the actions. He participates in the pickpocketing 

expedition. Although he is a boy like Oliver, he mocks Oliver's innocence. Dickens endows the 

names of the places and characters" symbolically" with glimmers that go beyond the ink of 
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ǇŀǇŜǊΦ CƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǎƳŀƭƭ ǿƛƴŘƻǿΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǳƴǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ ƭƛƪŜ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎΣ ƛǎ hƭƛǾŜǊϥǎ ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ 

be a legal burglar. "It was a little lattice window," and "the aperture was so small that the 

inmates had probably not thought it worthwhile to defend it more securely" (Dickens, 2008). 

Dickens mentions a pub to which Oliver and Sikes go. "The Coach and Horses" has a significance, 

which is a reference to the motionless Oliver. Oliver is forced to drink alcohol, to eat and to 

sleep like Sikes and his friends. It is not a good experience for a child at his age to be declared 

of the children in the underlying world of criminality. Toby announces in a loud voice the victory 

of criminality, "Down with it, innocence" (Dickens, 2008). Oliver's body rejects such a filthy 

injection and starts coughing. The interaction between Oliver and the surroundings 

accompanies the moment of recognition. When he interacts, he realizes the goal of Sikes 

expedition as his body rejects such use. Oliver is "mad with grief and terror, saw the 

housebreaking and robbery, if nor murder, were the objects of the expedition" (Dickens, 2008). 

His innocence shakes like a ringing bell that alarms his soul of threatening wants to enter and 

take control. "He clasped his hands together and involuntarily uttered a subdued exclamation 

of horror. A mist came before his eyes; the cold sweat stood upon his ashy face; his limbs failed 

him; and he sank upon his knees" (Dickens, 2008). Fagin assures Sikes that Oliver "can't help 

himself. That is, if you frightened him enough" (Dickens, 2008). It is evident that in such careers, 

there is no mercy. 

The triangle of planning agrees to use Nancy as a green light to allure Oliver to the targeted site. 

"You will not see him alive again" (Dickens, 2008). Fagin replies, "[He's] ours! Ours for his life" 

(Dickens, 2008). Fagin's control seems to reach children's souls when he responds in such a 

manner. He wants to slip Oliver into the world of criminality. Nancy believes that Oliver is safe 

if his job in the burglary game is only to let the door open for Sikes and Bates. Burglar is the 

umbrella term that is enlisted under the crime of theft since it includes house-breaking and 

stealing valuable things (Maguire et al., 2010). 

Dickens wants to shed light on the hot, hesitant step that the workhouses and poor boys have 

to take. The bruises on their feet and bodies are indelible marks of offences of society. It is a 

direct criticism of the managers of workhouses, who either starve the children or directly send 

them to death as chimney sweeps. Ned, In Oliver Twist, is another boy who becomes thin due 

to the necessities of the job demands. His father gains some amount of money out of this, but 

he is sentenced to hard labour. The boy is taken by "the Juvenile Delinquent Society" (Dickens, 

2008), where he is subjected to a good education and gains the right amount of reading and 

writing. Then, he is left to society to work for his own sake. "Society itself is seen as a paperς

thin veneer, barely covering man's basic desires of greed, lust and self-interest" (Selby, 1989). 

It is clear from the reaction of Sikes and Fagin that they are not happy with such adoption. The 

stream of desolate children will retreat, which affects their trade. Selby comments that 

Victorian society is grounded on an official basis. The economy, which is the primary source of 

production, sets its production on different branches of exploitation. The mainstream of this 

trade is poor children. Dickens wants to show the effect of different social environments on 

children. Ned is placed into different types of situations; this leads to his blossom and to be a 

powerful aid in society. The other one is the dark side of the chimney sweep environment, which 

leads to physical and psychological illness and, therefore, to social collapses. 
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Characters in naturalistic fiction are shaped by their biology and their environments, and the 

fight for survival is a recurring theme. Jack Dawkins, better known as "the artful Dodger" 

(Dickens, 2008), is a bad character. He is Oliver's closest friend and one of the members of 

Fagin's pickpocket gang. Unlike Oliver, Dawkins indulges in the illness of the slums by leaving a 

part of his childhood traits and feelings. He tries to look like a man and behaves like them; his 

outside looks do not fit his age as well as his physical building. "The struggle of innocence and 

experience within the body's mind is reduced to tƘŜ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛŜǾŜǎ ά ό[ŀƴƪŦƻǊŘ 

W. T., 1978). 

Rose Maylie is set up as a dramatic foil to Nancy, who is around the same age. She is an orphan 

who is portrayed as pure, innocent, and beautiful. Lankford comments, " Nancy differs from 

Rose not in "nature" but in the background, in where and how she has lived" (Lankford W. T., 

1978). A clear comparison between Nancy and Rose is drawn. Both of them are the products of 

their environment. This environment of purity diverges them into two different branches. Rose 

grows up in a healthy atmosphere while Nancy goes down the road of prostitution. Rose's 

character is developed with good morality and respect. She is like a rose that blooms from the 

seed. The idea of illegitimacy frightened her peace of heart and mind. However, the caring hand 

of Mrs. Maylie and her marriage to Harry comforted her down. Her fragrance spreads at the 

end of the novel when the truth of her birth is revealed. 

The next novel is David Copperfield, which offers the readers some pictures of the early life of 

its writer (Dickens, 1917). Dickens faced in his childhood experience such as cruelty; therefore, 

he makes childhood and children the main topic of his writing. Dickens reflected on his 

childhood experience in his novel, as he lived under pressure after his father's imprisonment 

and worked at Warren's Blacking Factory at the age of twelve. The book is filled with children 

who are put under the analytical eye of Dickens. He recorded his childhood experiences on 

paper, criticizing the defects in his social environment, which turned children into easy victims 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōƭŀŎƪ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀŘǳƭǘǎΩ ϦǇŀǊƻƭŜϦΦ 5ŀǾƛŘ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ 

number of books he reads. He thinks that books will give him the experience which helps him 

to deal with life and its problems. This reflects Dickens's life since it is an autobiographical novel. 

The idea is that adults who are in charge of children try to fill the gaps they make in children at 

surface levels, leaving aside the inner holes they have made "parole". Once David is not allowed 

to say or express his feelings, they are turned into action as he bites Mr Murdstone. This incident 

recalls the story of Oliver Twist when the beadle feeds him before sending him to apprentice as 

a coffin maker. 

 

David Copperfield's novel shows that people must be free to decide their own lives. It provides 

a make-believe world in which the children make the dolls perform social roles over which 

lifeless dolls have no control. A parallel is suggested by the title and several speeches in David 

Copperfield's novel between the life that is represented in the house or stage and the false life 

of a doll's house. Wealth and high status do not plant or supply a child's morality. Steerforth is 

spoilt with his desires to be always fulfilled at any cost. He grows to be snobbish and arrogant. 

However, his feeling of superiority, his wealth, and his education could not buy him happiness, 

which can be found in David and Traddles as grown-ups. The novel reflects immature and 

childlike actions through the characters of both Clara and Dora. To start with, Clara, although 
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she is an adult, is treated like a child in the hands of Mr Murdstone. He believes that Clara is too 

emotional and not able to teach David how to live. Mr Murdstone finds her naivety a force that 

pushes him to insult her repeatedly. He gives her no role in the house. He allows her to watch 

him beat her son and send him to a broadening school without a word of complaint. All 

repression has turned to tears, which led to her death. Another character is Dora. Although she 

is married to David, she is still stuck in the world of childhood. There is a conflict between what 

she pretends to be and what she is. Throughout her life, she hides her true feelings to please 

her husband. This is shown in both trivial and important matters. She is not able to cope with 

the strict seriousness of the adult world. Dora's lavish life has a significant influence on her 

character. She is not able to manage the domestic issues of her house as a wife since she has 

never borne responsibilities in her father's house. David treats her the way she treats her dog, 

"Jip" (Dickens, 1993). She is also raised as a "pet child". David tries to rebuild her character. 

Dora knows that she cannot please David with such traits. She is haunted by pain, leading to 

the deterioration of her health, which ends in her death. Both Clara and Dora possess the 

spontaneity of childhood. Both of them live in a fancy world which is devoid of responsibilities. 

Their excessive emotions are a permanent sort of pain. As the world clashes with that of adults, 

they end up with problems. 

The substantial judgments of the surroundings lead to their death. Before Dora's death, she 

addresses David, speaking naturally with a different voice and says: 

I am afraid I was too young. I don't mean in years only but in experience, and thoughts, and 

everything. I was such a silly little creature! I am afraid it would have been better if we had only 

loved each other as a boy and a girl and forgotten it. I have begun to think I was not fit to be a 

wife. (Dickens, 1993) 

 

David can make decisions separately from Steerforth. As David grows up, he starts to distinguish 

what is suitable for him and what is not. His reactions draw his morality growth. Now he can 

defend his friend Traddles, advise him and take his hand. He is faithful to his friends, unlike 

Steerforth. David can see goodness beyond wealth. His reaction toward the man, who wants to 

steal his aunt's money, seems to be filled with agitation. It resembles that in Oliver Twist. Both 

Oliver and David revolt against the crimes that occur in front of their eyes. Goodness never 

correlates with evil acts. That pushes children to interact with their surroundings to change 

what happens in front of their eyes. Moreover, in the two novels, towns force children to 

connect with their interface, which moulds their moralities in a wild range. 

 

Dickens draws a clear comparison between the schools that David enters and how they affect 

his character. In the first school, David is indulged in a place where the teachers do not function 

well. The result is destruction in building up the learners' characters "parole". In the second 

school, the atmosphere and the teachers play a vital role. They enhance the development of 

students' character toward maturity. The result is successful leaders of the future. Also, the 

barrier between the teacher and the students is a crucial point. In Murdstone School, it seems 

that learning is based on frightening students. No one in the school likes Mr Murdstone. On the 

other hand, all students love Dr Strong and respect him. Accordingly, the learning process is 
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based on a successful integration between the cornerstones of the learning triangle. Overall, 

Dickens wants to shed light on the importance of such institutions by drawing a clear 

comparison between schools. Readers witness a school which develops the child's character 

and leads to his maturity. The role of the school here is as a guard, making children grow and 

discover the correct path that suits their abilities. It nourishes the child's mental, emotional, 

and psychological needs. On the other side, readers also see the consequences of the other 

school, which represses the avid child from emotions. Inquiry is not allowed, and grasping the 

correct knowledge seems like a maze. Such a school leads children to grow with psychological 

illness. It forces children to flee and become criminals, thieves, and so on. Schools did not 

function as they ought to during the Industrial Revolution. Schools should be the shelter that 

produces the builders of society and holders of its morality to coming generations. Childhood is 

the watery overflow that gives life to the construction of the hopeful tree of adulthood. David 

is sent to Dr Strong School, where he grows as a "promising young scholar" under the support 

of Doctor Strong, Mr Dick, and his aunt. The pieces of the daily lessons he gets, love, and 

encouragement build his unique character with gracious "leaves," David says, 

 

MY SCHOOL-DAYS! The silent gliding of my existence -the unseen, unfelt process of my life- 

from childhood up to youth! Let me think, as I look back upon the flowing water, now a dry 

channel overgrown with leaves, whether there are any marks along its course by which I can 

remember how it ran (Dickens, 1993). 

 

As David goes outside the boundaries of his house, he faces a bigger circle of people and places 

and interacts with them. This is one of the characteristics of naturalism. The child grows and 

matures in his environment. Thus, there should be a correspondence between the house and 

the parent's injection and that of the surrounding sphere. In David Copperfield's novel, David 

goes to school and faces cruel treatment, prejudice, and discrimination. He grows up by taking 

responsibility one after another. Dickens describes the situation as "town seems to sharpen a 

man's appetite" (Dickens, 1993). At school, the "circle of acquaintance" (Dickens, 1993) 

accompanies David with new faces. David can adapt and contact them, though they seem to be 

different in status, their psychology, and even their characters' "parole". He finds peace in 

dealing with boys of his age rather than his cruel old stepfather. The moment of peace and 

establishing his net of friends does not last long with his mother's death. He is forced to work 

under hard conditions and circumstances. Aunt Betsy rebukes Mr Murdstone and gives David 

the confidence to choose between going back with Murdstone or staying with her. David has 

got a new name, "Trot" (Dickens, 1993), and new clothes. David describes his happiness with 

such kindness and says, 

Thus, I began my new life in a new name, and with everything new about me. Now the state of 

doubt was over, I felt, for many days, like one in a dream (Dickens, 1993). 

Steerforth disturbing emotions do not allow him to manage the track of his life, putting guilt on 

the circumstances which deprived him of his father. He seduces Emily and convinces her to 

elope with him. As a result, this relationship turns into pain and failure. Steerforth abandons 

Emily, leaving unforgettable scars on her by planning to make her marry his servant. As his name 
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suggests, he stirs the emotions of others, whether David, Little Emily, or Traddles, and fills them 

with the black ashes of his heart and mind. Dickens shows the readers how parents' wrong 

teachings lead to their children's endless pain. Marcus asserts that "[being] a child, he is 

naturally helpless; everything seems done to him, and almost nothing is done by him" (Dickens, 

1993). David is led blindly to his new school. He faces two types of school environments, which 

have different impacts on him. The first school, which he is obliged to enter, is under the 

commandments of his stepfather, who sent him during a time that was not study time. 

 

Mr Murdstone passes the cane punishment method to David's schoolmaster. Children in this 

school are not looked at as blank slates to be filled with knowledge but as complete history 

upon which the masters draw the headlines of treatment. David is treated like an animal. His 

inner suffering increases with the "placard," which is forced upon him to wear on his back. It 

became his stigmatized slogan: Take care of him. He bites" (Dickens, 1993). Gilmour asserts that 

" the world in which the Victorians grew up was in many ways a violent, anarchic place" 

(Dickens, 1993). The psychology of the child deteriorates with such negative surroundings. 

David's fragile character makes him an easy victim of bullying. The other boys enjoy the game 

of teasing him since the hanging bell of "he bites" (Dickens, 1993) spreads all over the school. 

David admits that the school is "carried on by a sheer cruelty" (Dickens, 1993), and he says it is 

"the hardest school that ever was kept!" (Dickens, 1993). In Doctor Strong's school, students 

are seen as the core of this institution. They are part of the educational process, which is built 

upon three elements: students, teachers, and the place in which the learning process occurs. If 

any of these elements do not function properly, the learning process will fail since it is an 

intermingled relation. 

Despite the obstacles Traddles faces during his boyhood, he proves himself to be a successful 

judge even if his name is not famous. He leads a happy life in the end by marrying his true love 

"Sophy" (Dickens, 1993). Readers can observe the development from only a "table" and a 

"flower-pot" (Dickens, 1993) to a "little room in the roof," which he is very pleased with its 

simplicity as it joins him with his loved one. Traddles describes his room as "It's a capital little 

gipsy sort of place" (Dickens, 1993), and he sees Sophy as "an extraordinary manager" (Dickens, 

1993). Sophy and Traddles show how the poor can struggle to achieve a simple life in a family. 

The readers can notice how childhood features can be transferred to another stage, as in the 

example of Traddles and Steerforth. 

 

Life of fancy in Hard Times is displayed through the world of circus. Children there do not go to 

school to learn the facts of life. Their lives do not seem to correspond to the precise world of 

numbers and calculations. Despite the imperfection of the world of fancy, they grow to have 

the best qualities ever. The workers and their children, even the master of the circus, are one 

hand. They cooperate to make their work a success. Respect for them is at a high level. They 

fancy and grasp whatever life teaches them. These children are borne to fancy nature, and they 

wander and define the world as they see it. The schoolmaster is not a particular person but the 

social environment with its wholeness. Moreover, their interaction with it and all its elements 

let them have plenty of answers to their questions. In this world, there are no rules and no 
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limitations to the capacity of imagination. The contradiction between the small worlds of the 

circus and the massive life of Industrialization creates gaps inside many children. When the 

hearts and the minds of children clash with the outside world, they have to pay the cost. Overall, 

the social environment can foster the development of children's characters if it appropriately 

directs them. A bit of fancy seems to be the medicine that many children lacked during that 

time. 

 

Both Stephen and Sleary have no chance to develop in a social environment that encourages 

the rich while stigmatizing the poor by their childhood roots. There is clear evidence in the novel 

of how suffering can accompany the child and leave him to face greater ones during his 

maturity. Poor children need to grow up in an environment that takes their hand and 

encourages their hesitant walking sides. Children dream of leading a better future where they 

can work and establish their small institutions that lead to a prosperous nation. It is apparent 

in the novel how a child oppressed by social orders of facts ends up as a weak grown- up. It is 

not justice to expose children to isolated numbers and mere facts in books while depriving them 

of excellent books that widen their capacity and allow them to swallow the fractions of facts in 

front of their eyes. 

  

 

Children can think, and parents should enable them from early childhood to make simple 

decisions to make bigger ones when they grow up. There is a clear message in the novel that 

small, forgettable mistakes in youth are better than painful ones in the future. In the novel, 

Louisa can't decide whether to marry Bounderby or not since, in her childhood, her father is the 

manager of her business, whether personal, educational, or emotional. The idea behind the 

lines of the book is to let children learn by practice and even with mistakes. 

The vital core in the process of the child's growth is to let them be part of the social building of 

society. Nature is part of the environment in which children practice, act, and learn. Children 

are going to grow as teachers of the younger generations. They are going to be the force that 

makes society blossom with goodness and morality. After children discover their inner needs 

and the things they lack, they turn up to the utmost world of their feelings and try to make 

prints of change in their world. Pip's character in Great Expectations emphasizes the idea. The 

younger children will also give the environment around them the beats of life to arise again 

with the philosophy of accepting change. 

 

The effect of the Industrial Revolution was not only restricted to hierarchy and relations among 

different classes of society. But it also controlled the relationship between the members of low-

income families, thus adjusting the working- class life. The inner sphere of the houses changed 

following the factory system. On the contrary to Sissy, Louisa and Tom are destroyed with the 

machine of facts. Their inner innocence seems to be burned with such machines. They move 

from the father's hands to the hands of a similar mechanized schoolmaster. They end up leading 

unhappy lives. Louisa marries a man for her father's pleasure and her brother's advantage. She 
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does not know what love is. When her genuine emotions stir with the love of Hairthouse, she 

cries and blames her father for such a life. Also, Tom grows up to have a selfish character, 

robbing money and drinking, and his life ends in an exile where the ghosts of guilt haunt him. 

These characters highlight the role of the social environment in either developing happy 

individuals leading a happy life or unfortunate, corrupted individuals leading a disastrous 

experience. In David Copperfield and Hard Times, Dickens highlights that low-income families 

can hold high morality despite their harsh life and rough skin. He believes that schools do not 

always implant morality in children. Steerforth, for example, in David Copperfield, despite his 

high status, lacks the true meaning of love, family, friendship, and cooperation. He grows up 

without knowing what childhood means. He lacks the spontaneity of children, while David in 

David Copperfield and Louisa in Hard Times preserve it, and it accompanies them till maturity. 

The social environment fails to kill this buried seed inside them. 

 

Maturity is the mirror of one's childhood. Mr Bounderby seems to be a cruel man who cares for 

his wealth and pleasure. His egocentricity deprives him of sympathizing with others. His 

character retreats to the viciousness of his childhood. Bounderby retells his childhood story. 

Accordingly, it appears that his mother has abandoned him. He says, 

 

My grandmother was the wickedest and the worst old woman that ever lived. If I goit a little 

pair of shoes by my chance, she would thake 'em off and ell 'em for drink. Why, I have known 

that grandmother of mine lie innher bed and drink her bfour-teen glasses of liquor before 

breakfast! " (Dickens, 2008) 

The environment in which Bounderby was raised encourages him to imitate bad behaviours and 

morals blindly. As a child with no care and with the oppression he feels, he flees to the mass 

cruelty of life. He goes from the close, narrow spot of their house to the open, vast, and more 

complicated places of external social life. Mr Bounderbny says, "Instead of one woman knocking 

me about and starving me, everybody of all ages knocked me about and starved me." (Dickens, 

2008) 

 

Children in the novels of Charles Dickens face many problems. One of them is poor education. 

For example, In Great Expectations, Pip is brought up by the cane. His sister performs the role 

of the teacher. Her difficult way of teaching him morals is far away from the real ones. After 

that, he experiences learning at Mrs Wopsle's school. Pip describes the idea of teaching at this 

school as "reading aloud in a most dignified and terrific manner" (Dickens C, 1993). There he 

gains a new friend who is Biddy. His character is compounded now with a new company. Pip 

moves from his insulting sister and illiterate Joe to a nearby place for reading and writing. The 

turning point in his life starts with the introduction of Pumblechock to play at Miss Havisham. 

Dickens portrays children who are forced to bear duties and work in his novel, reflecting some 

pieces of his own childhood experience. He paints children's characters with different 

experiences and circumstances. Estella is raised by Miss Havisham to feel superior to the male 

sex and has no compassion for others. This has been implanted in her since early childhood. 
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The moment she sees Pip, she starts mocking his appearance and his class. Miss Havisham 

encourages her by saying, " Break their hearts, my pride and hope, break their hearts and have 

no mercy!" (Dickens C, 1993). She applies Miss Havisham's rules to a wide sphere. Estella grows 

with a cold heart to the surroundings, even Miss Havisham herself. She teaches her to deal with 

others cruelly, and the result expands to her. Miss Havisham calls her " stock and stone! You 

cold, cold heart!" (Dickens C, 1993). 

All children in the novels of Dickens lack proper education due to their miserable life. They are 

pushed to work at an early age. The work experiences seem to be harsh on them. They are 

hunted and sometimes abused or seduced. Family, social surroundings and environment leave 

children with experiences, lessons, achievements, fears, and beliefs; some pass from their 

minds and hearts as memories, some become fixed print, and some go with the winds. 

In Great Expectations, Dickens continues to deal with the theme of oppressed childhood, 

portraying the wrong upbringings that cause children to grow up with permanent pain and loss 

(Roulstone, 1969). Dickens's novels reflect his life; at the age of twelve, his father had financial 

problems, which pushed Charles to work. He was not able to attend school regularly as David 

in David Copperfield. The loneliness he felt at work was an important influence on his writing, 

especially in his books Great Expectations and David Copperfield. Dickens uses both Estella and 

Pip to show how adults can victimize children. Miss Havisham uses Estella as a tool for her anger 

and revenge against men. This is due to her past story in which her lover deserted her on their 

wedding day. Great Expectations offers the readers a view of the great dreams of its major 

characters. First, the narrator, through whom the readers enter his world and see the reflection 

of the surrounding environment on his character as he grows up and through Estella, who is 

also an orphan. The book shows the readers the consequences of a controlled childhood. She 

grows up heartlessly, adopted by Miss Havisham when she was three, and raised in a way that 

deprives her of emotions. The way she is raised affects her way of comprehending life. The 

novel shows the readers how children are born with high expectations towards life, but once 

they grow and interact with the social environment, the great expectations minimize and 

disappear. The portrayal of Pip's and Estella's great expectations manifests the above 

statement. Pip's emotions are vulnerable, as he has no parents to give him the love or attention 

that he needs. He finds Estella a promising way to climb the social hierarchy, but such climbing 

has a wage to pay. He becomes socially isolated. Besides, his childhood sentiments conflict with 

the atrocity of gaining money. His vision of Jo changes as he becomes ashamed of such 

degrading belonging. Pip falls an easy victim in the hands of Miss Havisham. His development 

from an arrogant, selfish one emphasizes the role of the social sphere in children's characters. 

Pip gets rid of everything that connects him with his roots, his remaining family, and his real 

social standing. The moment Pip comes into a sudden fortune, his attitude, as well as his morals, 

change. He becomes snobbish. Pip passes the same places to the church, the graveyard and his 

sister's house and looks at them with disdain and superiority. 

Dickens highlights the right of every child to live an honest life and to have a proper education 

(Scholz, 2010). Through his characters, Dickens draws different endings; Compeyson, for 

instance, has his death as a punishment. Magwitch also ends his life in death, but he repents 

and works hard in the last years of experience. Pip, as a child, can teach Magwitch what he 

lacks. His kindness and his proper way of dealing with a convict turn Magwitch's life upside-
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down. Although Magwitch mends his path, he is sentenced to death and pays the wage of his 

guilt. His strong and miserable childhood life shows that society is responsible for him and for 

many children who die out of hard work, mistreatment, and hunger. Overall, children are seen 

as victims. 

 

5. Conclusion 

Being true to oneself depends on what an individual believes in or wants. Some people need 

responsibility or security or a family; others feel the need for achievement or new experiences 

or to be independent. In Dicken's novels, children try to learn or acquire knowledge naturally 

through the artificial atmosphere of society, which leads to a change in their behaviour. 

Learning here involves an active, conscious focus on and acting upon events outside or inside 

the organism. Also, it is seen as a change in the behaviour. We can notice that Dickens tries to 

focus on the performance of children, their language, and their attitude, so he focuses on the 

parole. He let them go into society in an attempt to witness the results of their characters. 

Dickens tries to make children live in the doll house of society, where children are merely dolls, 

and their interaction with such house affects children as well as their ability to grow as separate 

individuals with basic rights. This study shows the effect of the social environment on shaping 

the characters of children in Charles Dicken's novels. In Great Expectations, Pip moves from the 

hands of the illiterate Joe to the pure teachings of Mrs Wopsle and to the side of Miss Havisham, 

where he struggles to improve his education, hoping to achieve a better social standing. In 

Oliver Twist, David Copperfield's Hard Times and Great Expectations, Dickens shows how 

childhood is a period that can be easily twisted by the invisible hands of society. Instead of being 

a period of nurturing good moral ideals inside children and planting more goodness, it turns 

into a period of cultivating bad deeds and planting evil. In other words, the social environment 

is the soil that can produce either good characters and hard workers or criminals, thieves, 

pickpockets, and burglars. 

 

The analysis in this study covers only four main novels by Charles Dickens. While this paper 

discussed in detail the impact of the social environment elements that were mentioned in the 

four novels, the quaƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ 

characters in other Charles Dickens novels. An example is the character of Sam Weller in the 

Pickwick Papers. Also, the molding of childhood characters are analysed in this paper from two 

perspectives: the social environment and parole. Considering aspects other than social 

environment and parole would enrich the conclusion. The investigation could be extended 

using different critical methodologies such as psychoanalysis criticism. 

Several directions would be considered for further expansion of the work in this paper. The 

conducted discussion could extended by means of making a comparative study based on how 

the two novels tackle the social environment effect not only on children but also on industrial 

life. Also, this study highlights the role of the social environment in moulding children's 

characters; a future study could be conducted to highlight the effects of the children on their 

social environment, in particular on adults. 
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Abstract 

 

Oliver Twist is a novel loved by many, read by more. It is a classic novel by Charles Dickens, 

portraying the life and hardships of a young boy named Oliver Twist, who was born in a work 

ƘƻǳǎŜΦ hƭƛǾŜǊ ƛǎ ōǊƛƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ ǊƛƎƘǘŜƻǳǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀŎǘ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ 9ŘǿŀǊŘ άaƻƴƪǎέ 

Leeford. This essay will follow Oliver and Monks and analyse their characters in the light of the 

literary hero and the literary villain and in doing so see how Dickens use the characters as 

literary tools to convey his view of a dark, uncaring Victorian society as well as his hopes for a 

brighter future. Their strong characteristics make way for a fascinating story, a story that do not 

ƻƴƭȅ ǘŜƭƭ ǳǎ ŀōƻǳǘ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ōǊŀǾŜǊȅ ŀƴŘ aƻƴƪǎΩ ŜƎƻƛǎƳΣ ōǳǘ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ Řƻ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊƻǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 

characters created by Dickens to show both the Victorian society that he lived in as well as the 

society that it could become. 

 

 

Keyword: Oliver Twist, character analysis, villain, hero, Monks, Dickens. 

 

 

 

Monks and Oliver ς two sides of the same coin 

 

Oliver Twist as a character is a wonderchild. Those who are familiar with the story will 

immediately be struck by the obvious purity that Oliver displays. Although he grew up as a poor 

orphan, his language is incredibly well developed, as are his manners and morals (Bishop 14). 

The circumstances of which Oliver Twist is set in is difficult. The harshness that the industrial 

revolution forced upon the Victorian society could be seen in many different ways. With the 

ƛƴŘǳǎǘǊƛŀƭ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ŎŀƳŜ ŀ ƭƻǾŜ ŦƻǊ ŦǊŜŜ ŜƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ǎȅǎǘŜƳΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘǎΩ 

success depended on the opportunity to let the market set the prices. Competition between 

companies led to higher effectivity and productivity, and it also let the companies reduce the 
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cost for manufacturing. The more regulations from the state, the less the companies could 

reduce the cost of the production. Hence, the capitalists worked tirelessly to remove and 

prevent any obstructions that could influence their production. Maximizing the profit became 

the top priority for the capitalists (Elbe 74-75). This environment created a cold and uncaring 

society, a society that Dickens witnessed every day. He had a habit of writing what he saw 

around him, which is why Oliver Twist takes place in the harsh Victorian society (Meckier, 2012). 

Oliver is the main character of the novel and as such, much of the spotlight naturally land on 

him. However, another key character in the novel is one that is not mentioned even half as 

much and that is not introduced to the reader until the second half of the story. The reader first 

meets him through a conversation with Fagin, where he is presented as a tall, dark man who is 

ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘƭȅ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƳƛǎŦƻǊǘǳƴŜΦ IŜ ƛǎ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ ǇǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƭǳǊƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƘŀŘƻǿǎΣ 

pulling strings to make other do his bidding, and his great goal in life is to ruin OliveǊΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ Iƛǎ 

ƴŀƳŜ ƛǎ 9ŘǿŀǊŘ [ŜŜŦƻǊŘΣ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƳƳƻƴƭȅ ƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ άaƻƴƪǎέΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘǿƻ 

characters Dickens chose two different ways of characterization. With Monks, he created a solid 

foundation as well as a through explanation of the character. He provides several examples of 

situations and circumstances that helped shape Monks to become the dark, twisted figure that 

is portrayed in the novel. With Oliver on the other hand, there is no such foundation nor 

explanation. Dickens description of the saint like Oliver focus most on the situations where his 

positive traits appear, while he does not once gives an example of how it is that Oliver feels and 

act in this particular way. He just is. The essay will establish that in the creation of Monks and 

Oliver, Dickens used them as literary tools and got Monks to show the foul reality of the society 

that Dickens lived in while Oliver became the ideal.  

I will first establish some general aspects of characterization in literature, in order to provide 

some bŀǎƛŎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǎ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ 5ƛŎƪŜƴǎΩ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜƴ L ǿƛƭƭ ōǊƛŜŦƭȅ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ 

the characterisations of an epic hero as well the qualities of a strong villain in order to compare 

the traits of Oliver and Monks. Finally, a thorough analysis of both characters that will provide 

ǘƘŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜǎǎŀȅΩǎ ŜƴǉǳƛǊȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ hƭƛǾŜǊ ŀƴŘ aƻƴƪǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

created by Dickens to show the hardships of the Victorian society as well as the possibility of 

another, better society. 

When authors write their novels, they build up a picture of a specific society and the characters 

ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ǾƛŜǿǎ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ Ŏŀƴ 

often be seen in the making of the different characters. By providing details about the 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊǎΩ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅΣ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ 

but also a sense of the theme in the novel. When presenting the character, the author often 

gives details about looks as well as personality (Peck & Coyle 117). The author may use different 

types of characterization to let us get to know the character. The direct way is to write out the 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎΣ ŀǎ ƛƴ ά¢ƘŜ ƭƻǳŘ ōƻȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǉǳƛŜǘ ƎƛǊƭέΦ IŜǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊ ǘŜƭƭǎ ǳǎ ǘƘŜ 

characteristics directly; no interpretation is needed. When using indirect characterization, 

however, the author shows the characteristics rather than telling (Ferguson 729). The means of 

doing this may vary. By placing the character in different situations and dilemmas, the reader is 

given an opportunity to reflect upon how the character deals with the situation. By looking at 

the way the character reacts to or solves the dilemma, the reader is able to draw conclusions 
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about the personality of the character. The author uses the different characters to present 

different ideas of the society. (Peck & Coyle 117). 

The story often contains a protagonist hero, which is usually easy to spot. If one looks at the 

meaning of the word hero as it is normally used, it usually denotes someone performing 

extraordinary actions in specific, critical situations (Miller 1). Literary heroes are often divided 

into two kinds: the epic hero and the tragic hero. Both types are characterized by their 

extraordinary actions, abilities to do the right thing and their willingness to put their lives at 

stake to save someone else, but while this comes as a form of natural instinct to the epic hero, 

the tragic hero is torn with choices. The tragic hero can mould his actions over and over, unsure 

of what is right and wrong and filled with guilt over what his actions have (or have not) caused. 

The epic hero never faces this kind of dilemma; he has a strong sense of right and wrong and 

he is always sure that his actions are the right ones (Miller 5).  

As the opposite of the protagonist, there is the villain. Where the hero fights for what is right, 

the villain instead focuses on his own goals. Yakali-Çamoglu & Fahraeus (6-7) suggest that there 

are two definitions of villains: the weak villain and the strong villain. In this line of thinking, a 

villain is whatever stands in-between the hero and the goal of their quest. A weak villain would 

be something that may only just play a villainous role in the novel and could for example be a 

political system, sickness or a weather disaster while a strong villain would be a specific 

ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ǘƘƛƴƪΣ ǘŀƭƪ ŀƴŘ ŀŎǘ ƻƴ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƛƴΩǎ ǇǳǊǎǳƛǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǿƴ Ǝŀƛƴ ƻŦǘŜƴ 

disturbs the social order (Peck & Coyle, 2002). One of the characteristics that define the villain 

is intelligence. They are often highly literate and able to organise massive plots to achieve their 

goal, thus tend to be portrayed as having a scheming nature (Williams, 2007). 

In narrative contexts, heroes and villains have always been mutually dependet. A hero is only a 

hero as long as there is an obstacle or a threat to conquer and a villain is only a villain if there is 

someone to fight their devious masterplan. The fight between good and evil is as old as time, 

and the tale has been told numerous times. Myths and legends, religion and history, all involve 

ŀ ƘŜǊƻ ŀƴŘ ŀ Ǿƛƭƭŀƛƴ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ǎƻǊǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƎƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ŜǾƛƭΣ ƭƛƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ ŘŀǊƪΣ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ 

right and wrong, it has been displayed in everything from the Bible to Harry Potter (Alsford 8). 

In some cases, as with Oliver Twist, the result of the struggle is however quite obvious. Dickens 

would not let Monks win after all the energy he has invested in creating Oliver, it would have 

completely contradicted the purpose of the novel (Buzard, 2014). 

When we first meet Oliver, he has just been born in a work house by an unknown woman who 

ǎŀŘƭȅ ŘƛŜǎ ǊƛƎƘǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǎƘŜ ƎŀǾŜ ōƛǊǘƘΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƻŦ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƛƴƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ hƭƛǾŜǊ 

suffers and it prepares the reader for a story built on the tough reality many children at the time 

had to suffer (Federigo, 2011). Without any information about his family, Oliver is named by 

the beadle and brought up to work in the workhouse. When he is nine years old, the beadle 

deems him fit to start working, which is the start of a new life for Oliver. He is described as a 

pale, thin and quite small child, but with a surprisingly high spirit seeing he had been starved 

and beaten his whole life (Dickens 10). But instead of feeling joyous when being informed that 

he is leaving his wreched life, which might have been a more normal reaction, he feels sadness 

over his friends who are left at the cottage in which he had lived. Instead of being happy for 

himself, he thinks of his peers who, as far as he knows, will continue to be mistreated and 

unloved. This is the characteristic that is the first indication that Oliver could be seen as a true 
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ƘŜǊƻΤ ƘŜ Ǉǳǘǎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΩ ǿŜƭƭ-being before his own. He is more worried over the poor children who 

ŀǊŜ ƭŜŦǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǊǊƛŘ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ ŎŀǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ŦǳǘǳǊŜΣ ŀs young as he is. The childhood that 

he had to live through could make any child selfish as a way to survive, but not Oliver. Even as 

young as nine years old, he shows the qualities of a hero. This is also the first sign that Oliver is 

created by Dickens as a symbol of a kindness the Victorian society did not allow. He provides 

Oliver with desirable traits such as empathy and selflessness, qualities that during the 

circumstances strike the reader as strikingly odd. 

As time passes Oliver grows more and more into the role of the hero. Next example is when he 

draws the shortest straw and thus has to ask for another portion of food in the workhouse. 

Here, one could argue that he is being forced by the other boys, but in fact he does not struggle 

nor tries to escape. He realises he drew the short straw and thus accepts that he must face the 

board. So, after he has eaten his first small portion of food, he enacts one of the most famous 

scenes from the novel: 

He rose from the table; and advancing to the master, basin and spoon in hand, said: somewhat 

alarmed at his own temerity: 

'Please, sir, I want some more.' 

The master was a fat, healthy man; but he turned very pale. He gazed in stupefied astonishment 

on the small rebel for some seconds, and then clung for support to the copper. The assistants 

were paralysed with wonder; the boys with fear. 

'What!' said the master at length, in a faint voice. 

'Please, sir,' replied Oliver, 'I want some moǊŜΦΩ ό5ƛŎƪŜƴǎ мрύΦ 

This shows an indication of the bravery needed to be classified a hero. He knows that there 

probably will be consequences, but he still goes through with his mission trying to improve the 

conditions for all the people in the workhouse. When asked, he repeats his request and stands 

his ground instead of backing down. What is missing in the novel is some kind of explanation to 

why Oliver acts this way. So far in the novel, we have been given proof that Oliver is kind and 

brave, but how does a child that has grown up in a cabin with an adult who starves and beats 

the children learn how to be so selfless? Few normal children would probably behave this way 

during the same circumstances and thus it can be seen that Dickens uses Oliver as a character 

to present an idea of ideal behaviour and ideal characteristics in order to point out the flaws 

within a society that values greed and money more than compassion and honesty. When the 

ǎǘƻǊȅ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀŘŜǊ ƭŜŀǊƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ŀŎǘ ƻŦ ŘŜŦƛŀƴŎŜ ƭŜŀŘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƻŀǊŘ ǘǊȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŜƭl 

him of as chimney apprentice.  

Child labour such as chimney sweeping was incredible common in the Victorian era when 

Dickens lived. The industrial revolution had just started to really get going but there were yet 

few regulations regarding safety and working environment. The capitalistic system turned 

manufacturing into a competition for selling most merchandise to the lowest prices (Elbe 74- 

75). This lead to extremely low wages for the working class and, since there was few regulations 

against it, there were also a lot of child labour. Children were smaller, so they could fit into 

tighter spaces and do things that adults could not, and since they were only children, they did 

not need to have a decent income. Thus, child labour became vital to the success of the British 
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economy and in 1821, almost half of the employed British population were under the age of 

twenty (Child Labour). 

The low, almost non-existent, wages they were paid, their ability to reach and fit where adults 

could not and the ease with which the employers could force them to do things made them 

both popular as workforce but did also give them horrible working conditions. This would have 

been the fate of young Oliver, had he not been so brave. Even though he is so afraid that he 

ŎǊƛŜǎΣ ƘŜ ƳŀƴŀƎŜǎ ǘƻ ŦŀŎŜ ǘƘŜ ōŜŀŘƭŜΩǎ ŦǳǊȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǾŜȅ ǘƻ ǘƘe magistrate that he does not want 

to go with Mr. Gamfield and become a chimney apprentice, that he would rather be locked up 

ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀǊǾŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ǿƛǘƘ άǘƘŀǘ ŘǊŜŀŘŦǳƭ Ƴŀƴέ ό5ƛŎƪŜƴǎ ннύΦ aƻǎǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

background that Oliver had, would likely just cry in silence and not dare to oppose the beadle, 

but Oliver takes his one chance to plea for his life and that leap of faith saves him from an 

occupation that killed a lot of young boys. Again, the reader can see an unusual amount of 

bravery in young Oliver, a conscious use of indirect characterization by Dickens in order to point 

out bravery as an ideal quality lacking in the Victorian industrial society. It becomes a clear 

objection to the Victorian system that allows children being abused and exploited for the sake 

of money. 

So, as he manages to escape being sold to Mr. Gamfield, he is instead being sold off to an 

undertaker, Mr. Sowerberry. At the undertaker lives another boy, Noah Claypole, who dislikes 

Oliver and constantly teases and mistreats ƘƛƳΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƘŜǊƻΩǎ ƘǳƳƛƭƛǘȅ ƘŜ ǎǳŦŦŜǊǎ ƛƴ 

ǎƛƭŜƴŎŜ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ Řŀȅ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǿƘŜƴ bƻŀƘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜ ƻŦ ƛƴǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ό5ƛŎƪŜƴǎ 

36). Even though Oliver is as humble as one could be, he cannot stand the injustice of the insult 

to his dead mother. While he is happy to take on insults to his own person in silence, he deems 

it as highly unfair of Noah to insult someone whom he in some sense loves even though he has 

never met her. He responds by punching Noah, another proof that he truly is the hero of the 

story, defending those who cannot defend themselves. However, there is still no obvious reason 

to why he suddenly chooses to act up, besides the somewhat flat theory that he is simply born 

that way. Therefore, it is clear that Dickens makes an ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ 

provides, through his indirect characterization of Oliver, critique against the view within the 

Victorian society that allows orphan children to be treated as garbage. 

Again, we are reminded of the role that the workhƻǳǎŜ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ƛƴ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ bƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ Ŏŀƴ ǘƘŜȅ 

ǎŜƭƭ ƘƛƳ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŀƴǘΣ ŀǎ ƛŦ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻŘƛǘȅΣ ōǳǘ Ƙƛǎ ƴŜǿ άŦŀƳƛƭȅέ όƳƻǊŜ ŎƻǊǊŜŎǘƭȅ 

named the new owners) also run and fetch the beadle of the workhouse when Oliver has 

misbehaved, as though the beadle still holds power over Oliver. When Oliver refuses to 

acknowledge that power, both Mr. Bumble and Mrs. Sowerberry are shocked. In this scene, 

Dickens chooses to display the power that the workhouse holds within the society through the 

characterization. The way Mr. Bumble and Mrs. Sowerberry react is the same way that one 

would imagine the correspondents of reality to react in the same situation. In the Victorian era, 

children were simply not supposed to oppose adults, and through this situation Dickens uses 

Oliver as a figure of resistance since Oliver does not only oppose an adult, but he voices the 

injustice and misuse that the system puts all the poor children through. The system, in the shape 

of Mr. Bumble, asks if the children are not afraid, and the children, through Oliver, answer 

άbƻΗέΦ hƭƛǾŜǊ ǊŜŦǳǎŜǎ ǘƻ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƘƻƭŘǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘǳǎ ǊŜŦǳǎŜǎ ǘƻ 

accept the system as it is. 
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Another thing that lets us know that Oliver can be categorized as an epic hero is his complete 

ignorance of the possibility to commit crime, even to survive. Not once in the novel is he even 

considering stealing something or robbing someone to get something to eat, even when he is 

starving. He simply does not see the option. Even though he travels for days to London, he 

survives only on scrapes that he manages to beg for (Dickens 44). When he later arrives to 

London and sees the game that Fagin plays with Mr. Bates and Mr. Dawkins (The Dodger), he 

does not understand that it is practising to pickpocketing (Dickens 52). Even though the 

evidence is right in front of him, he does not recognise the act of stealing. It does not exist in 

his world, that one would steal from another. This in itself is quite extraordinary, since he grew 

up extremely poor. In the cottage where he and the other children grew up, it would stand to 

reason that it sometimes would happen that some of the children would steal from each other. 

Since they had so little, it would be logical that they would try to acquire more than the rest by 

for ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ǎǘŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ ōǊŜŀŘ ƻǊ ƳŀȅōŜ ŀƴ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƘŀŘ ŦƻǳƴŘΣ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ 

that was of value to the child. However, Oliver seems to not have encountered the phenomena 

of theft before. Another possible, and maybe more likely, explanation could be that by making 

Oliver blind to the occurrence of theft, Dickens is trying to sƘƻǿ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƛƴƴƻŎŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǇǳǊŜ 

nature. Another display of his complete innocence lies in his remark about Nancy and Bet the 

ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ƘŜ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜƳΦ ά5ŜŎŜƴǘέ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ±ƛŎtorian society would immediately have 

ŘŜŜƳŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ ǇǊƻǎǘƛǘǳǘŜǎΣ ōǳǘ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ƭƛƪŜ ƴƛŎŜ ƎƛǊƭǎΣ ƴƻǘ 

even considering what these nice girls were doing with thieves such as Fagin and Sikes (Meyer, 

2005). This explanation, that crime is simply not in is his nature, is supported by the dialogue 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ CŀƎƛƴ ŀƴŘ aƻƴƪǎ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊŀƴŎŜ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘŜŘ 

robbery that he was forced to participate in. Monks argue that Fagin, if he had wanted to, could 

have converted Oliver to a criminal while Fagin defends himself: 

Ψ²ƘȅΣ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ȅƻǳ ŎƻǳƭŘƴϥǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƻƴŜ ƛǘΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ƘŀŘ ŎƘƻǎŜƴΚϥ ŘŜƳŀƴŘŜŘ aƻƴƪǎΣ 

sternly. 'Haven't you done it, with other boys, scores of times? If you had had patience for a 

twelvemonth, at most, couldn't you have got him convicted, and sent safely out of the kingdom; 

perhaps for life?' 

'Whose turn would that have served, my dear?' inquired the Jew humbly. 'Mine,' replied Monks. 

'But not mine,' said the Jew, submissively. 'He might have become of use to me. When there 

are two parties to a bargain, it is only reasonable that the interests of both should be consulted; 

is it, my good friend?' 

'What then?' demanded Monks. 

 

'I saw it was not easy to train him to the business,' replied the Jew; 'he was not like other boys 

in the same circumstances.' 

'Curse him, no!' muttered the man, 'or he would have been a thief, long ago.' 

'I had no hold upon him to make him worse,' pursued the Jew, anxiously watching the 

countenance of his companion. 'His hand was not in. I had nothing to frighten him with; which 

we always must have in the beginning, or we labour in vain. What could I do? Send him out with 



72 
 

ǘƘŜ 5ƻŘƎŜǊ ŀƴŘ /ƘŀǊƭŜȅΚ ²Ŝ ƘŀŘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘΣ ŀǘ ŦƛǊǎǘΣ Ƴȅ ŘŜŀǊΤ L ǘǊŜƳōƭŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǳǎ ŀƭƭΦϥέ 

(Dickens 147) 

Here, Fagin admits that Oliver is nothing like other boys, that any other boy would have been 

easier to train to become a thief during the same circumstances but for some reason, Oliver 

would not cave. Monks confirms this by stating that he otherwise, he would have been a thief 

already. Fagin admits to having no hold of him, no means to make him do as they wishes.  

Again, there is nothing that explains how it is that they do not have a hold of him, nothing to 

show how it is that Oliver is so unusual compared to for example Dodger and Charley. This 

passage is important in that it lets the reader know that Oliver stands out as exceptionally good- 

hearted and pure by the standards set by the Victorian society that he lived in. 

The hard environment created hard people. However, Oliver stood out from the rest and 

5ƛŎƪŜƴǎ ƳŀƪŜǎ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƻ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŦŀŎǘ ƻǳǘΣ ǘƻ ǊŜƛƴŦƻǊŎŜ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƘŜǊƻ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǾŜƭΦ 

The use of Oliver as a character could be said not only represent a soul in this otherwise harsh 

and soulless environment, but can in fact be an allegory for the soul; the anima contenta, the 

contented soul (Stenning Egdecombe, 2014). To exemplify the society that Oliver lived in, 

5ƛŎƪŜƴǎ ƭŜǘǎ aǊΦ DǊƛƳǿƛƎΣ aǊΦ .ǊƻǿƴƭƻǿΩǎ ŦǊƛŜƴŘΣ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ǾƛŜǿ of street boys 

by telling the reader of his non-existing faith in that Oliver will come back with the books that 

Mr. Brownlow sends with him to the book seller. Mr. Grimwig asks Mr. Brownlow if he really 

expects Oliver to come back and then answers the same question with: 

'No,' he said, smiting the table with his fist, 'I do not. The boy has a new suit of clothes on his 

back, a set of valuable books under his arm, and a five-pound note in his pocket. He'll join his 

old friends the thieves, and laugh at you. If ever that boy returns to this house, sir, I'll eat my 

head.' (Dickens 81) 

Lƴ Ƙƛǎ ŀƴǎǿŜǊΣ ƘŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƭƻȅŀƭǘȅ ƛǎ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ǘƘƛŜǾƛƴƎ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƴȅ ōƻȅ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ 

position would simply steal the books, the money and then laugh at the stupidity of the man 

ǿƘƻ ƎŀǾŜ ƛǘ ǘƻ ƘƛƳΦ Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ƘŜ ƛǎ ǎƻ ǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ƘŜ ǿƛƭƭ άŜŀǘ Ƴȅ ƘŜŀŘέ 

(Dickens 81) if he is wrong. Dickens provides these examples to get the reader to understand 

how unusual Oliver is in the eyes of the society that he exists in. The Victorian society, marked 

by the industrial revolution, created an environment where no one could trust anyone. In Mr. 

Grimwigs world, which mirror the reality Dickens describe, it is simply ridiculous to expect 

anyone and in particular a boy from the street to be loyal. The fact that Oliver would have 

returned the money if he had not been kidnapped marks him as an extraordinary exception. In 

a world of selfish and greedy people, Oliver stands out like a light in the dark. His innocence, 

purity and bravery fits perfectly in the category of the epic hero. However, in all his innocence, 

Oliver can easily come across as naïve and maybe not always that clever. This might not be 

entirely true, however. In one passage, where Oliver is kidnapped back to Fagin after living at 

Mr. Brownlow, he discusses the fact that he does not want to steal for Fagin with the Dodger 

and Mr.Bates: 

  

'Go!' exclaimed the Dodger. 'Why, where's your spirit?' Don't you take any pride out of yourself? 

Would you go and be dependent on your friends?' 



73 
 

'Oh, blow that!' said Master Bates: drawing two or three silk handkerchiefs from his pocket, and 

tossing them into a cupboard, 'that's too mean; that is.' 

' I couldn't do it,' said the Dodger, with an air of haughty disgust. 

'You can leave your friends, though,' said Oliver with a half smile; 'and let them be punished for 

what you did.' (Dickens 103) 

Lƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘΣ hƭƛǾŜǊ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘǎ ǘƘŜ ƛǊƻƴȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 5ƻŘƎŜǊΩǎ 

ŀƴŘ aǊΦ .ŀǘŜǎΩ ƳƻǊŀƭ ŎƻŘŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜy think it is awful to not contribute to your friends while 

ǘƘŜȅ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƭŜŦǘ hƭƛǾŜǊ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ Ŧŀƭƭ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ǎǘƻƭŜ aǊΦ .ǊƻǿƴƭƻǿΩǎ ƘŀƴŘƪŜǊŎƘƛŜŦǎΣ ōǳǘ 

he also lets them understand which side he would rather be on. This could be seen as an 

attempt from 5ƛŎƪŜƴǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǎƻƳŜ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ŘŜŜǇŜǊ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŘŜǇǘƘ ǘƻ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΣ 

even though it still does not gives any form of explanation to why Oliver reason as he does. 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ Řƻǳōǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƴŀƛǾŜǘȅ ƛǎ ŦŀǊ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ǘhan that of his 

brightness. For example, when Oliver expresses his gratitude towards Rose Maylie he also 

remembers Mr. Brownlow: 

'Oh yes, ma'am, yes!' replied Oliver eagerly; 'but I was thinking that I am ungrateful now.' 

'To whom?' inquired the young lady. 

'To the kind gentleman, and the dear old nurse, who took so much care of me before,' rejoined 

Oliver. 'If they knew how happy I am, they would be pleased, I am sure.' (Dickens 176) 

Oliver is sure that Mr. Brownlow would be happy to know that Oliver is safe and sound once 

again, completely forgetting that the last time Mr. Brownlow saw Oliver, he went away with 

expensive books and 5 pounds in hand and never returned neither the books nor the money 

(Dickens 80). In that light, Mr. Brownlow would have every right to be furious with Oliver, whom 

he took in, fed and clothed as well as trusted with both his property and his money. Oliver had, 

no matter how unwillingly, failed Mr. Brownlow and thus has no logical reason to believe that 

Mr. Brownlow would be joyous to know that he was happy. This characteristic could however 

ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ Ƴŀƴ ǿƛƭƭ ƭƛǎǘŜƴ ǘƻ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳǘƘ whenever it 

was spoken. Oliver truly believes that as soon as he has explained what happened to Mr. 

Brownlow, everything will be okay again. This shows exactly how naïve Oliver is. He completely 

disregards the fact that children (at that time) are rarely listened to and even more rarely 

believed in. There is no proof at all that Mr. Brownlow would even care to listen to his 

explanation, and even less that he would give it any weight. The thought of Mr. Brownlow not 

listening to what he had to say does not even occur to Oliver, which of course comes across as 

utterly naïve but also as a strong belief in that the truth will always prevail. 

Ultimately, Dickens provides countless of examples of how Oliver could be seen as an epic hero. 

He is kind, generous, righteous, brave and trustworthy. He is the symbol of purity, he is the light 

in the darkness of the world. It comes naturally to him to do the right thing and to fight for what 

is good, by standing up for his friends and for what is right. He puts his life at stake to try and 

warn the family whose house Sikes was forcing him to try to rob (Dickens 126), willing to die in 

the attempt to save complete strangers. He is also a guide to what Dickens thinks society should 

looks like, the traits that he thinks people should inhabit. However, Dickens provides little to 

none explanation to why it is that Oliver has managed to become such an outstanding member 
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of the society. He simply is. Every action he takes is taken on pure instinct, he never thinks it 

over or gives any hint to why he chose to act as he does. It has been mentioned before in this 

essay that Oliver is displayed as naturally good, and this is based on the fact that there no 

ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ ŘƛƭŜƳƳŀǎ ŀǊŜ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ ƻƴŜ Ŏŀƴ ƻƴƭȅ ŀǎǎǳƳŜ 

ǘƘŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŀ ŎƻƴǎŜǉǳŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ 5ƛŎƪŜƴǎΩ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ hƭƛǾŜǊ ŀǎ ŀ ǎȅƳōƻƭƛŎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΣ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘo 

display what he believes is a good example of how humans should be. As the hero, Oliver 

displays honesty, bravery and compassion, qualities that Dickens miss in the Victorian society. 

However, the traits that he does see in his society he gives to OliverΩǎ Ƙƛǎ ƘŀƭŦ-brother, Monks. 

In contrast to Oliver, not only is Monks bad to the bone but the reader does also get an 

interesting insight to the reasons behind his actions. There is a psychological depth to the 

character behind Monks that is missing in the description of Oliver. While reading about Monks, 

there are a number of different psychological theories that can be applied and thus help the 

reader to get a better insight on how Monks work and why. For example, Monks wants to ruin 

Oliver based on hatred ŦŜŘ ōȅ aƻƴƪǎΩ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΣ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ŀōŀƴŘƻƴŜŘ ōȅ aƻƴƪǎΩ ŀƴŘ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ 

ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ƻŦ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΦ IŜ ƘŀŘ ƴƻ ƭƻǾŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ŜƛǘƘŜǊΣ ŀ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ 

present and who threatened to deny him the inheritance which Monks saw as rightfully his 

(Dickens 295). On her deathbed, Monks and his mother talked about the child, Oliver, and 

Monks 

ΨΧǎǿƻǊŜ ǘƻ ƘŜǊΣ ƛŦ ŜǾŜǊ ƛǘ ŎǊƻǎǎŜŘ Ƴȅ ǇŀǘƘΣ ǘƻ Ƙǳƴǘ ƛǘ ŘƻǿƴΤ ƴŜǾŜǊ ǘƻ ƭŜǘ ƛǘ ǊŜǎǘΤ ǘƻ ǇǳǊǎǳŜ ƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ 

the bitterest and most unrelenting animosity; to vent upon it the hatred that I deeply felt, and 

to spit upon the empty vaunt of that insulting will by draggin it, if I could, to the very gallows-

ŦƻƻǘΦΩ ό5ƛŎƪŜƴǎ нфр-296). 

In psychological terms, this could be analysed according to the social cognitive theory, which 

teaches that we learn from models in our surrounding (Holt et al 267-269). Thus, since the role 

ƳƻŘŜƭ ƛƴ aƻƴƪǎΩ ƭƛŦŜΣ Ƙƛǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΣ ǿŀǎ ŦƛƭƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǘǊŜŘΣ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ƴŜŜŘ 

for revenge, it is only logical that Monks is the same. Another theory that could explain Monks 

ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ ŘŜǎǘǊƻȅ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǎŜƭŦ-appraisal theory, which claims that one learns 

through how we think others sees us (Holt et al 515-рмсΣ рсфύ ¦ǎƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅΣ aƻƴƪǎΩ ǊŜŀƭ 

anger would be towards his father who abandoned him and thus learned Monks that he is 

ǳǎŜƭŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ǿƻǊǘƘȅ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƭƻǾŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿƛƭƭ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊǎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴǎ ǘƘƛǎΣ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ ƛǎ 

ǎǘƛǇǳƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ aƻƴƪǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƻƴƭȅ ƎŜǘ Ƙƛǎ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ ƛŦ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƻƴ ǘǳǊƴǎ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ōŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ 

rotten as thŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƻƴŜΦ {ƛƴŎŜ aƻƴƪǎΩ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƛƳǇǳƭǎŜΣ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ƻǳǘ Ƙƛǎ ǊŀƎŜ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΣ ƛǎ 

unacceptable he, as a displacement, he redirects his anger towards a safer goal, i.e. Oliver. 

As seen, there are various psychological explanatory models to why Monks behave as he does. 

In contrast to Oliver, whose behaviour more often than not can be described as extraordinary 

and can be directly linked to Dickens use of characterization, Monks is provided with a wider 

base and a more psychological grounded behaviour. Even thouƎƘ aƻƴƪǎΩ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ŎŀǎŜǎ 

could be described as despicable, they are still, in psychological terms, quite logical. Dickens is 

able to provide Monks with a backstory that explains his behaviour in a way that he does not 

do with Oliver. The different use of characterization implies that Dickens is well aware of why 

the humans in the Victorian society act the way they do, and he gives the reader an explanation 

to how it is that the world is filled with greed and hate. Since he can see that the Victorian world 

the way it is, he also sees that during the set circumstances it is highly unlikely if not impossible 
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to produce orphan children with the kind of qualities and morals that he gives Oliver. Therefore, 

he is simply not able to provide a background that ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ǳƴƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ōǊŀǾŜǊȅ ŀƴŘ 

honesty. Instead, he chooses to use Oliver as a model to how the society could be, if the 

circumstances would change. 

¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ǎƻŦǘƴŜǎǎ ƴƻǊ ƪƛƴŘƴŜǎǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ƛƴ aƻƴƪǎΩ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƘƛƳ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘ 

egoistic product of society. The hatred and anger that fills him is linked to the society that he 

was born into; a cold, uncaring society where the main priority is profit. Later on in their first 

dialogue that the reader gets to see, Fagin tells Monks that Oliver might have been shot dead 

during the robbery that Oliver was forced to take part in, and Monks reacts in the most 

despicable way: 

'It's no fault of mine if he is!' interposed the other man, with a look of terror, and clasping the 

Jew's arm with trembling hands. 'Mind that. Fagin! I had no hand in it. Anything but his death, 

I told you from the first. I won't shed blood; it's always found out, and haunts a man besides. If 

ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǘ ƘƛƳ ŘŜŀŘΣ L ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǳǎŜΤ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ƘŜŀǊ ƳŜΚΩ ό5ƛŎƪŜƴǎ мпуύ 

Instead of ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ŀƴȅ ǎƛƎƴǎ ƻŦ ǊŜƳƻǊǎŜ ƻǊ ǿƻǊǊȅ ŦƻǊ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ǿŜƭƭ-being, which would have 

been natural since they are brothers by blood, Monks first instinct is to put the blame 

ŜƭǎŜǿƘŜǊŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜ ά!ƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ōǳǘ Ƙƛǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΣ L ǘƻƭŘ ȅƻǳ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘέ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ indicated 

ǎƻƳŜ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ƳƻǊŀƭ ŎƻŘŜΣ ƛŦ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ άL ǿƻƴϥǘ ǎƘŜŘ ōƭƻƻŘΤ ƛǘϥǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƻǳǘΣ 

ŀƴŘ Ƙŀǳƴǘǎ ŀ Ƴŀƴ ōŜǎƛŘŜǎΦέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜǾŜŀƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ǘƻ ǿƘȅ ƘŜ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ǿŀƴǘ 

Oliver killed is that he fears being caught and punished for his involvement. The reaction can be 

explained by the expectancy x value theory, which is a motivation theory explaining the 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǊŜǿŀǊŘ όIƻƭǘ Ŝǘ ŀƭΣ плоύΦ IŜǊŜΣ aƻƴƪǎΩ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ǘƻ Ǌǳƛƴ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ 

life could extend to taking his life, but since the risk of getting caught outweighs the reward in 

aƻƴƪǎΩ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ƘŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜǘǘƭŜ ŦƻǊ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎǳǊŜ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ƛǎ ǎƻ ƳƛǎŜǊŀōƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƘǳƳŀƴƭȅ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΦ 

That way, the expectancy will not overweigh the value for him. This picture of Monks as ruthless 

and vindictive is reinforced in the dialogue between Nancy and Miss Maylie, where Nancy 

reveals to Miss Maylie what she heard Monks say to Fagin: 

'The truth, lady, though it comes from my lips,' replied the girl. 'Then, he said, with oaths 

common enough in my ears, but strange to yours, that if he could gratify his hatred by taking 

the boy's life without bringing his own neck in danger, he would; but, as he couldn't, he'd be 

upon the watch to meet him at every turn in life; and if he took advantage of his birth and 

history, he might harm him yet. "In short, Fagin," he says, "Jew as you are, you never laid such 

snares as I'll contrive for my young brother, hƭƛǾŜǊΦέΩ ό5ƛŎƪŜƴǎ ннуύ  

When giving Monks this opinion of the thought of taking the life of a child, Dickens has taken 

away any chance for the reader of relating to Monks and he does indeed fit perfectly as the 

villain against the pure Oliver, whose heart is so kind that he refuses to even steal a 

handkerchief for his own survival. Dickens also chose to display his loathing towards the system 

which allows this systematic abuse of children to continue. Factory owners share the similarity 

with Monks in the way that neither of them cared much for the well-being of children, whether 

children got sick or had accidents on the job as a result of lacking security measures. They, like 

Monks, did not care if children died, as long as they profited from it. By providing these 
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characters to Monks, Dickens let the reader see the horrors that children were put through 

every day as a result of the greed that marked the industrial society. 

¢ƘŜ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ aƻƴƪǎ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŜǾŜƴ ŘŀǊƪŜǊ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ hƭƛǾŜǊΩǎ ōǊƛƎƘǘƴŜǎǎΦ ¢ƘŜ 

novel continuously switches between the light that Oliver provides and the darkness that 

follows Monks. The two opposites are displayed again and again in the novel, the honest, 

innocent hero and the lying, sneaking villain. At the same time, it is extremely fascinating how 

this turned out to be. Monks and Oliver are relatives by blood through their father and could 

have, during other circumstances, become true brothers who would have grown up together 

and loved each other. Instead, Monks grew to view Oliver as his number one enemy. This could 

be a result of the social comparison theory, which states that we constantly compare ourselves 

to others and thus gain a better picture of ourselves. According to the theory, one should 

compare oneself to someone who is on the same level as oneself, and thus would a brother, 

who in all definitions should be your equal, be an exemplary comparison (Gilovich, Keltner, 

Chen & Nisbett 75-76). 

In conclusion, the biggest difference in the description of the two is the profound background 

material that Dickens provides Monks with. The reader does not get any kind of explanation to 

why Oliver acts and thinks like he does, why he values the law so high or why he deems it as 

obvious to try to do the right thing. Dickens does not put any effort in describing how it is that 

a poor orphan who only ever has experienced abuse and ill-treatment from adults is so trusting 

and honest. Monks, on the other side, is without doubt portrayed as devious and evil, but the 

reader also gets to see how his mother has influenced him, how his father abandoned him and 

how the society that he grew up in has come to despise him, which according to the application 

of the theories of social comparison, reflective self-appraisal and social cognitive theory allows 

the reader to get a deeper understanding of why Monks turned out as he did.  

These clear character positions help Dickens convey his view on the Victorian society. By 

creating this cunning, selfish and vicious villain, he personifies the society as he sees it. He draws 

upon all the things that he views as negative in the society and gives those traits to Monks. 

5ƛŎƪŜƴǎ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭƛǎǘǎΩ ǇǊƻŦƛǘ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭŘ ŀōǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪƘƻǳǎŜǎ 

ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜǎ ƛǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƻǿƴŜǊ ŎƭŀǎǎΩ ŜȄǇƭƻŀǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊ ƛƴ ŀ ǇŜǊŦŜŎǘ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇǳǊŜ 

ŜƎƻƛǎƳ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƴŀƳŜŘ 9ŘǿŀǊŘ άaƻƴƪǎέ [ŜŜŦƻǊd. The opposite is the pure-hearted, honest and 

brave Oliver Twist. If Monks represents the society as it is, Oliver personifies the society that 

Dickens would like. A utopian society, where people show compassion towards each other 

instead of exploiting others, where people tell the truth and stand up for what is right. A society 

that cares for the humans that live in it, instead of a society where every man, woman and child 

are on their own. Dickens choice to portray the characters so differently supports this view. 

When giving Monks all the negative traits that he connects to the Victorian society, he shows 

the reality as he sees it. By also providing a background and thus letting the reader get to know 

ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ōŜƘƛƴŘ aƻƴƪǎΩ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊΣ 5ƛŎƪŜƴǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǎƘows that the reason behind the cruel 

society is complex and consists of multiple actors. To change the society, Dickens means that 

not only do the reader have to see the reality as it truly is but also that change is needed in 

different steps. By affecting the society on different levels with different actors, the utopia, 

represented by brave and honest Oliver, could be a possibility. Oliver and Monks show the best 

and the worst of mankind, thus becoming two sides of the same coin. 
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Gavroche at the Bastille 

May Spangler 

 

 

Victor Hugo writes Les Misérables while in exile for trying to raise the people of Paris against 

bŀǇƻƭŜƻƴ LLLΩǎ мурм ŎƻǳǇ ŘΩŞǘŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ƘƛƳ ǘƻ ǇƻǿŜǊΦ Iƛǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ tŀǊƛǎ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎ 

none of the flamboyant monuments or areas of Paris and focuses instead on the more popular 

areas to the east, such as the Place de la Bastille. While for Hugo, the specter of the Bastille 

represents the most critical event in French historyτthe take-over of the fortress-prison by the 

people of Paris July 14, 1789, the July column commemorating the July 1830 revolution 

celebrates the bourgeois, and it is against them that Hugo warns us. The new Republic needs to 

return to the source of the first, true Revolution, and it is the plaster model of an elephant that 

incarnates such a return. The abandoned elephant further serves as a refuge to Gavroche, the 

most famous Paris urchin. Gavroche exhibits unique agility with entering or jumping over walls, 

whether literal or figural. At the literal level, he slips inside the elephant belly, crawls over the 

Jardin des Plantes walls, and plunges over barricades that are all supposed to keep distinct 

entities apart. At the figural level, Gavroche proves to have a great mastery of signs, as passing 

walls is a way to form new correspondences between normally distinct categories, allowing him 

to redefine established structures. Gavroche, like Hugo, understands the revolution in which he 

will participate and eventually die must first happen in the realm of the poetic because language 

creates the structures of society and justice. 

 

    

1800 project for the Place de la Bastille            !ƭŀǾƻƛƴŜΩǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ōǊƻƴȊŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘ  
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IǳƎƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘ ǎǘŀƴŘǎ ƛƴ άǘƘŜ ǎƻǳǘƘǿŜǎǘ ŎƻǊƴŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tƭŀŎŜ ŘŜ ƭŀ .ŀǎǘƛƭƭŜΣ ƴŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ 

canal bassin, excavated in the ancient ditch of the fortress-ǇǊƛǎƻƴΦέ1 After the destruction of the 

.ŀǎǘƛƭƭŜ ŦƻǊǘǊŜǎǎ ƛƴ мтуфΣ ǘƘŜ .ŀǎǎƛƴ ŘŜ ƭΩ!ǊǎŜƴŀƭ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǘŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǿŀǘŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

fortress moat. In 1825 the Canal Saint-Martin, created to connect the Ourcq River and the Seine, 

ǇŀǎǎŜǎ ǳƴŘŜǊƎǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȊŀΦ ¢ƘŜ .ŀǎǎƛƴ ŘŜ ƭΩ!ǊǎŜƴŀƭ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ ǇƻǊǘ ƻŦ tŀǊƛǎΣ 

ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ƭŜƛǎǳǊŜ ǇƻǊǘ ƛƴ мфуоΦ ¢ƘŜ мулл ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ŀōƻǾŜ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛƴ ŘŜ ƭΩ!ǊǎŜƴŀƭ ƛƴ 

the foreground, the canal Saint-Martin flowing into it, and the elephant as a fountain pouring 

water from its trunk that came from the canal below.2 

The elephant described by Hugo is the 1810 plaster model of a monumental fountain Napoleon 

wanted to erect at the east of Paris, further establishing his power in the capital as he had 

already done at the west.3 The final fountain was to be built in bronze with the melted guns 

captured at the Friedland battle, in a bombastic symbolic statement given the forty feet height 

of the elephant.4 Hugo ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ άƳŀǊǾŜƭƻǳǎ ǎƪŜǘŎƘΣ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŀƴŘƛƻǎŜ ǎƪŜƭŜǘƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ 

bŀǇƻƭŜƻƴΩǎέ όLes MisérablesΣ мнсύΣ ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ bŀǇƻƭŜƻƴ L ŀǎ άbŀǇƻƭŜƻƴΣέ ŀǎ ƛŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƻƴƭȅ 

ƻƴŜ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ bŀǇƻƭŜƻƴ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ŜǊŀǎƛƴƎ bŀǇƻƭŜƻƴ LLL όƻǊ άbŀǇƻleon 

ǘƘŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜέ ŀǎ IǳƎƻ ŀƭǎƻ Ŏŀƭƭǎ ƘƛƳύΦ5 ¢ƻ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘ ŀƴ άƛŘŜŀέ ƻŦ bŀǇƻƭŜƻƴ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŜ 

importance of ideas in leadership, as will be evidenced further on with the July column.  

The paragraph ends with a description of the elephant at night, when most events in the novel 

ǘŀƪŜ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ tŀǊƛǎ ŀǎ ŀ ŘŀǊƪ Ŏƛǘȅ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ wƻƳŀƴǘƛŎ ǎƻƳōŜǊ ƳƻƻŘ ŦŜƭǘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ bŀǇƻƭŜƻƴ LLLΩǎ 

usurpation and the mourning of its real, worthy leaders. Night, as it hides aspects of outside 

reality, also serves to reveal the inside, deeper symbolic function of monuments, that is their 

άƛŘŜŀΦέ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ άŀ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜǊǊƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊƳΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǎȅƳōƻƭ 

ƻŦ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ŦƻǊŎŜΦέ .ŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ bŀǇƻƭŜƻƴ ǿƘƻ ŎƻƴŎŜƛǾŜŘ ƛǘΣ6 the elephant 

represents the ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ tŀǊƛǎΣ ǿƘƻǎŜ ǇƻǿŜǊ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ άǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘŜǊǊƛōƭŜΣέ ŀǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ 

on July 14, 1789, but also from the beginning with the Porte Saint-Antoine, later enlarged into 

                                                           
1 Victor Hugo, Les Misérables, Isabel Hapgood trans. (New York: Thomas Crowell & Co., 1887), 126-27. All 

citations from the English edition will be signaled in the text by ñLes Misérablesò followed by the reference to the 

page.   
2 Much has been written about the elephant recently. See in particular Beauhaire Matthieu, Béjanin Mathilde, 

Naudeix Hubert, Lô£l®phant de Napol®on, Paris: Honoré Clair, 2014. Also, an impressive replica of the elephant 

was built at Greenwich University for the 2012 Les Misérables musicalðalthough much smaller, as the original 

was the size of a five-story building.    

3 Napoleon had created at the west two axis crossing at the Concorde plaza, each defined by two monuments: the 

Triumphal Arch and the Carrousel Arch, and the Madeleine and the National Assembly.  
4 The elephant was to have a stair in one of its legs. Napoleon had made the same symbolic statement for the 

column of Place Vendome, with its bas-relief bronze plates built out of the cannons captured at Austerlitz (even 

though history finds it a wild exaggeration, as ñonlyò 133 cannons were taken). 
5 The same thing happens in modern times with the ñNapoleon III courtyardò of the Louvre, renamed ñNapoleon 

courtyardò after the I. M. Pei glass pyramid addition at its center. 
6 The symbolic validity of Napoleonôs elephant for the people of Paris is questionable to many, given the 

dictatorial nature of his empire. See for instance Jean de Marlès, Paris ancien et moderne, t. I, (Paris: 1837), 112. 

Available at Whitefish: Kessinger Publishing, 2010. However, Napoleon has ñideas,ò which is what seems to 

matter most to Hugo, as we see below. 
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the Bastille fortress, where Parisians assassinated Etienne Marcel provost of Paris in 1358, 

άǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎέ ƘƛƳ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƘƛƳΦ7   

¢ƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ άǎƻƳŜ ƳƛƎƘǘȅΣ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ǇƘŀƴǘƻƳΣ ƻƴŜ ƪƴŜǿ ƴƻǘ ǿƘŀǘΣ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŜǊŜŎǘ ōŜǎƛŘŜ 

ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ǎǇŜŎǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ŀǎǘƛƭƭŜΦέ8 ¢ƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ άōŜǎƛŘŜέ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎǘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ŀǎǘƛƭƭŜ 

acquires some of its qualities by metonymic contiguity. While the Bastille itself symbolizes a 

ƳƻƴŀǊŎƘƛŎ ŀōǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƳƻƭƛǎƘŜŘ .ŀǎǘƛƭƭŜ ŀǎ ŀ άǎǇŜŎǘŜǊέ ǎȅƳōƻƭƛȊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ Řŀȅ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ мтуф wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΦ Lǘ ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ ŀƴ άƛƴǾƛǎƛōƭŜέ ǎǇŜŎǘŜǊ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƻǊƴ ŘƻǿƴΣ while the elephant is a 

άǾƛǎƛōƭŜέ ǇƘŀƴǘƻƳΦ ! ǇƘŀƴǘƻƳ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǎǇŜŎǘŜǊ ŀǊŜ ōƻǘƘ ŀƴ ŀǇǇŀǊƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ 

gone, although while the specter is terrifying, the phantom is not necessarily so. The exchanged 

qualities are in their content and visibilitȅΥ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ .ŀǎǘƛƭƭŜΩǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ 

symbolism and makes it visible.  

IǳƎƻ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘΥ άCŜǿ ǎǘǊŀƴƎŜǊǎ ǾƛǎƛǘŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŜŘƛŦƛŎŜΣ ƴƻ ǇŀǎǎŜǊ-by looked at 

ƛǘΣέ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƎƴƻǊŜŘ ƭƛƪŜ ōŜƎƎŀǊǎΣ ƛǘ ǎƘŀǊŜǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ ƭoneliness and 

ǊŜƧŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ άLǘ ǿŀǎ ŦŀƭƭƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ǊǳƛƴǎΤ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǎŜŀǎƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀǎǘŜǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘŜǘŀŎƘŜŘ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ŦǊƻƳ ƛǘǎ ǎƛŘŜǎ 

ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ƘƛŘŜƻǳǎ ǿƻǳƴŘǎ ǳǇƻƴ ƛǘέΥ άǊǳƛƴǎέ ŀƴŘ άǇƭŀǎǘŜǊǎέ ǊŜŦŜǊ ǘƻ ŀ ŘŜǘŜǊƛƻǊŀǘƛƴƎ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎΣ ōǳǘ 

ǘƘŜ άƘƛŘŜƻǳǎ ǿƻǳƴŘǎέ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŀ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ōŜƛƴƎΣ which animates the statue of the elephant into a 

ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘΦ ²ƻǳƴŘǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ƳŀǊƪ ƻŦ ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘΩǎ ǊŜƧŜŎǘƛƻƴ 

Ƴŀȅ ōŜ άƛƴǾƛǎƛōƭŜΣέ ƛǘǎ ǿƻǳƴŘǎ ƳŀƪŜ ƛǘ άǾƛǎƛōƭŜΦέ [ƛƪŜǿƛǎŜΣ ǿƘŜƴ WŜǎǳǎ ŎƻƳŜǎ ōŀŎƪ ŀǎ ŀ 

resurrected body, his wounds make him recognizable to his disciplesτliterally with Thomas 

ǎǘƛŎƪƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ƘŀƴŘ ƛƴ WŜǎǳǎΩ ǎƛŘŜΦ !ǎ ǿŜ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŜŜ ōŜƭƻǿΣ DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŜƴǘŜǊǎ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

one of those wounds. 

ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ǎǘƻƻŘ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ŎƻǊƴŜǊΣ ƳŜƭŀƴŎƘƻƭȅΣ ǎƛŎƪέ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŀƴƛƳŀǘŜǎ ǘƘe statue by giving the human 

ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǇǳƴƛǎƘŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƭŀǎǎǊƻƻƳ ŎƻǊƴŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ άƳŜƭŀƴŎƘƻƭȅΣ ǎƛŎƪέ ŀǊŜ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 

ƭƛǾƛƴƎΦ άaŜƭŀƴŎƘƻƭȅέ ƛǎ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŀƎǊŀǇƘ ƛƴ άƳŜƭŀƴŎƘƻƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜȅŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ǘƘƛƴƪŜǊΣέ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴ ŎŜƴǘǊal to the Romantic aesthetic. Madame de Staël describes 

ƛƴ мулл wƻƳŀƴǘƛŎ ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭǎ ŀǎ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ άǎƻǳƭǎ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƛƳŜ ŜȄŀƭǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ 

melancholic, tired of all that can be measured, of all that is temporary, of an ending at last, 

however distant it Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ǇƭŀŎŜŘΦέ9 ¢ƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘ άŦŀƭƭƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ Ǌǳƛƴǎέ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ 

ƭŀƳŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ōŜƛƴƎ άǳƴŎƭŜŀƴΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǎŜŘΣ ǊŜǇǳƭǎƛǾŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇŜǊōΣ ǳƎƭȅ ƛƴ 

ǘƘŜ ŜȅŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻǳǊƎŜƻƛǎΣ ƳŜƭŀƴŎƘƻƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜȅŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛƴƪŜǊέ ōǊƛƴƎǎ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ άǳƴŎƭŜŀƴ, 

ŘŜǎǇƛǎŜŘΣ ǊŜǇǳƭǎƛǾŜέ ŀƴŘ άǎǳǇŜǊōέ ƛƴ ǿƘŀǘ IǳƎƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ άƘŀǊƳƻƴȅ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǊƛŜǎέ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ 

                                                           
7 Ironically, Etienne Marcel built the Porte Saint-Antoine, where he died. See the recount of this event, and others 

when the people of Paris marched against the authority at the Bastille, as well as its description as an inscrutable 

asylum for the biggest State secrets and historical enigma such as the iron mask, in M. F. Hoffbauer, Paris à 

travers les âges (Tours: MAME, 1998), 586-609. 

8 ñOne knew not whatò would better be translated ñIt was some sort of mighty, visible phantom, standing erect 

beside the invisible specter of the Bastille.ò  
9 Here is the whole passage: ñthe sublime of the spirit, emotions and actions, owe its soaring to the need to escape 

the limits that confine imagination. Heroism of morale, enthusiasm of eloquence, ambition of glory, give 

supernatural pleasures which are only necessary to souls who are at the same time exalted and melancholic, tired 

of all that can be measured, of all that is temporary, of an ending at last, however distant it may be placed. It is this 

disposition of the soul, source of all generous passions, as well as of all philosophical ideas, that particularly 

inspires the poetry of the North.ò Madame de Sta±l, of literature considered in its relationship to social 

institutions, Written 1800. Trans. Spangler. 
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Préface de Cromwel when presenting the Romantic drama.10 The multitude of derogatory 

ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛŦƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ άǎǳǇŜǊōέ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ ŀ άǘƘƛƴƪŜǊέτ

ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ IǳƎƻΣ ǿƘƻ ǿƛƭƭ ǎŀǾŜ ƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŘŜǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǇŜǊǇŜǘǳŀǘŜ ƛǘǎ ƛŘŜŀ ōȅ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƛǘ DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜΩǎ 

home.  

 

        

1937, July column in construction, elephant to the right  July column, elephant to the 

left 

 

Hugo moves on to describe ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tƭŀŎŜ ŘŜ ƭŀ .ŀǎǘƛƭƭŜΥ άώǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘϐ Ƙŀǎ 

disappeared, and left to reign in peace, a sort of gigantic stove, ornamented with its pipe, which 

has replaced the somber fortress with its nine towers, very much as the bourgeoisie replaces 

ǘƘŜ ŦŜǳŘŀƭ ŎƭŀǎǎŜǎΦέ ¢ƘŜ ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊƛŎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Wǳƭȅ /ƻƭǳƳƴ ŀǎ άŀ ǎƻǊǘ ƻŦ ƎƛƎŀƴǘƛŎ ǎǘƻǾŜΣ 

ƻǊƴŀƳŜƴǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ǇƛǇŜέ ƛǎ ƻōǎŎǳǊŜ ŀǘ ŦƛǊǎǘΣ ŀǎ IǳƎƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇǎ ƛǘ ŦƻǊ ǘǿƻ ǇŀǊŀƎǊŀǇƘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ 

giving us a clue. The enigma is reinforced by the fact that the metaphor contradicts the 

grandiose character generally associated with a column, such as the Place Vendôme column in 

Paris. A stove is banal and practical, unlike a unique monument that serves no practical purpose 

beyond its symbolic value. The image is so disconcerting and funny it makes it hard to look at 

ǘƘŜ Wǳƭȅ ŎƻƭǳƳƴ ŀŦǘŜǊǿŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ǎŜŜ IǳƎƻΩǎ ƛǊǊŜǾŜǊŜƴǘ ǎǘƻǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǇƛǇŜΦ11    

                                                           
10 Hugo writes, ñLa poésie née du christianisme, la poésie de notre temps est donc le drame; le caractère du drame 

est le réel; le réel résulte de la combinaison toute naturelle de deux types, le sublime et le grotesque, qui se croisent 

dans la vie et dans la création. Car la poésie vraie, la poésie complète, est dans lôharmonie des contraires. Puis, il 

est temps de le dire hautement, et côest ici surtout que les exceptions confirmeraient la r¯gle, tout ce qui est dans la 

nature est dans lôart.ò Victor Hugo, Préface de Cromwell (Paris : Garnier-Flammarion, 1968), 79. Les Misérables 

belongs to this new aesthetic, rooted in ñrealityò with contemporary events such as Waterloo and the June 1832 

riots.  Glauser writes likewise, ñLe motif de la dualit® du corps et de lôespritðquôenr®gistre toute une littérature 

traditionnelleðest producteur, chez Hugo, dôimages contrastantes qui traduisent lôantith¯se sublime-bassesse par 

des m®taphores dans lesquelles le grotesque intervient comme ingr®dient dôune magie particuli¯re.ò Alfred 

Glausier, La Poétique de Hugo (Paris: Nizet, 1978), 386.   
11 Riffaterre shows how humor serves the romantic novel, as it integrates symbolic with verisimilitude (the sense 

of ñrealityò in Hugo), ñLôhumour, r®sultant donc du conflit formel entre le syst¯me du symbolique et celui de 

vraisemblable, a pour fonction dôint®grer le po®tique au Romanesque: il nôy a pas vraisemblabilisation (elle ne 

serait pas n®cessaire ici, puisque le texte relate un historique ind®pendant de lôintrigue et ®tranger au roman), mais 

maintient lôunit® de ton, rappel purement formel de la r¯gle fondamentale du genre, qui est de raconter avec 
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The metaphor of the stove also contradicts the symbolic meaning the column was meant to 

carry. Built by Louis-Philippe to commemorate the Revolution of July 1830, Hugo explains this 

wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ άƳƛǎŎŀǊǊƛŜŘέ όLes Misérables, 127). Even if it started for the right reason, it ends 

up putting a king to power, Louis-Philippe, who supported the bourgeoisie and encouraged 

industrial and commercial development.12 ¢Ƙƛǎ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘΣ ōǳƛƭǘ ǘƻ ƎƭƻǊƛŦȅ ŀ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǾƛŎǘƻǊȅΣ 

ends up representing the decadent bourgeoisie of the Restoration and Second Empire.  

IǳƎƻ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎΣ άLǘ ƛǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǎǘƻǾŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ǎȅƳbol 

ƻŦ ŀƴ ŜǇƻŎƘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀ Ǉƻǘ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎ ǇƻǿŜǊΦέ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘƻǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǇƛǇŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭǳƳƴ ŀƴŘ 

ƛǘǎ ōŀǎŜ ƛǎ άƴŀǘǳǊŀƭέ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŀƭƻƎȅΦ hƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŜƴŘΣ 

ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŀ άǇƻǘέ ƛǎ ƭŜǎǎ άƴŀǘǳǊŀƭέ ŀƴŘ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǘƻƴȅƳƛc proximity of a pot and a stove. 

A pot in its roundness further brings the image of a rounded-belly bourgeois sitting in front of 

his stove, mostly concerned with his comfort and a full stomach. A pot also contains a 

heteroclite collection of food from diǾŜǊǎŜ ǇǊƻǾŜƴŀƴŎŜǎΣ ƭƛƪŜ bŀǇƻƭŜƻƴ LLLΩǎ ōƻǳǊƎŜƻƛǎƛŜ ƛǎ ŀ 

ƘŜǘŜǊƻŎƭƛǘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀŘǾŜƴǘǳǊŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǊǾŜƴǳǎΦ ²ƘŜƴ IǳƎƻ ŀŘŘǎΣ ά¢Ƙƛǎ ŜǇƻŎƘ ǿƛƭƭ Ǉŀǎǎ 

away, people have already begun to understand that, if there can be force in a boiler, there can 

be no power eȄŎŜǇǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōǊŀƛƴΣέ ƘŜ ƴƻǿ ǎƭƛŘŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƛƳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ŀ Ǉƻǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ŀ ōƻƛƭŜǊΣ 

which in a stove is a tank or series of pipes at the back of a fireplace for heating water. 

While the pot represents the bourgeoisie, the boiler would represent the government, and if 

IǳƎƻ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜǎ ǘƘŜ άŦƻǊŎŜέ ƻŦ ŀ ōƻƛƭŜǊκƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ŜŎƻƴŘ 9ƳǇƛǊŜΣ ƘŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ 

ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴƎŜǊ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǇƻƻǊ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇΦ IǳƎƻ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎΣ άƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

leads and drags on the world is not locomotives, but ideas. Harness locomotives to ideas τthat 

ƛǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŘƻƴŜΤ ōǳǘ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ƳƛǎǘŀƪŜ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǊǎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊƛŘŜǊΦέ ! ōƻƛƭŜǊ Ŏŀƴ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ǎǘŜŀƳ ǘƻ Ǌǳƴ 

an engine, and it is this aspect Hugo now develops with the locomotive. The image would be 

acceptable, except that he moves on to yet another image with the horse and its rider. If the 

horse produces energy like a locomotive and a boiler, the rider represents the brain behind. The 

ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƘƻǊǎŜ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǊƛŘŜǊ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƭŜŀŘŜǊ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ άƛŘŜŀǎΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ the 

case of Louis-Philippe or Napoleon III. However, the metaphoric sliding from the July column as 

a stove and its pipe, to a pot for the bellied bourgeois, to a boiler for the government, to a 

locomotive, and finally to a horse, forms a chain of poorly overlapping metaphors.  

This accumulation is itself a wonderful metaphor for the moving chaos of a government without 

the guidance of ideas, synonymic images proliferating like an out-of-control train surging 

forward to its catastrophic end in a Human Beast ƳŀƴƴŜǊΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΣ ά¢Ƙƛǎ ŜǇƻŎƘ ǿƛƭƭ Ǉŀǎǎ 

ŀǿŀȅΣέ IǳƎƻ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƻǿƴŦŀƭƭ ƻŦ ŀ {ŜŎƻƴŘ 9ƳǇƛǊŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƛƎŀƴǘƛŎ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƻŦ 

Haussmann deploying such destructive force, and underway at the time Hugo goes back to 

finishing Les Misérables. After the digression of the Place de La Bastille description, Hugo goes 

back to the narrative of Gavroche and his brothers arriving at the elephant that is to provide 

them with a shelter, and whose entrance is described three times. 

                                                           
vraisemblance.ò  ñFonction de lôhumour dans Les Misérables,ò MLN 87, 1972, 76. Riffaterre gives the example of 

the episode of the Parisian sewage, serious in his symbolic function (image of hidden infamy, criminal 

subconscious of humanity), but made in an amusing code (with a personification of mud).  
12 Louis-Philippe had a long reign, 1830-48, with much contesting. The ultra-Royalists thought he betrayed 

monarchy by compromising so much with the Bourgeoisie. The Republicans thought he betrayed the people, and 

along with the Bonapartists, they continually made schemes to overthrow him. With no success: the bourgeois 

sided with Louis-Philippeôs politic of peace and economic prosperity.  
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The first time, upon hearing about DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘΣ aƻƴǘǇŀǊƴŀǎǎŜ ŀǎƪǎΣ ά{ƻ 

ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ƘƻƭŜΚέ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛƴƎ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ŜƴǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ 

άƘƻƭŜέ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǎƛȄ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǇŀǊŀƎǊŀǇƘǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜΣ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ 

its variaƴǘǎ ƻŦ άŎǊŜǾƛŎŜΣέ άŎǊŀŎƪέ ŀƴŘ άōǊŜŀŎƘΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀǊŜ ǎƭŀƴƎ ǿƻǊŘǎ ǘƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ŀ ǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ 

ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ǇŀǊǘǎΣ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ŀƴŘ CǊŜƴŎƘΦ  !ǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǎǘŀƴŘ ǳƴŘŜǊƴŜŀǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ άŀ ǎƻǊǘ 

ƻŦ ōƭŀŎƪ ƘƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōŜƭƭȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƻǎǎǳǎΣέ ǘƘŜ άōŜƭƭȅέ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ŀƴ ƻǊƎŀnic, intimate description 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ άώDŀǾǊƻŎƘŜϐ ŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ ƛǘ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀŘŘŜǊ ǎƭƛǇǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ŎǊŜǾƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ 

ŘƛǎŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴΣέ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ōŀǊŜƭȅ ǾŜƛƭŜŘ ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ 

Gavroche as an adder would be the male organ itself. It ŀƭǎƻ ǎƘƻǿǎ DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜΩǎ ŀƎƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ Ǉŀǎǎ 

through walls when no one else can (more on that further down).  

tŀǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻƴ DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜΣ άŀƴ ƛƴǎǘŀƴǘ ƭŀǘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ 

two children saw his head, which looked pale, appear vaguely, on the edge of the shadowy hole, 

ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ǿŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛǘƛǎƘ ǎǇŜŎǘŜǊΦέ DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜ ŎƻƳŜǎ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻƭŜ ƘŜŀŘŦƛǊǎǘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ōŀōȅ ŀǘ ōƛǊǘƘΣ 

ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ άǿŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƛǘƛǎƘ ǎǇŜŎǘŜǊΦέ ά²ŀƴέ ƛǎ ŀ ƎǊŀȅƛǎƘ ŎƻƭƻǊΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƻǊ 

of babies at birth before tƘŜȅ ōŜƎƛƴ ōǊŜŀǘƘƛƴƎΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ άǿƘƛǘƛǎƘέ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊƴƛȄ ŎŀǎŜƻǎŀΣ ǘƘŜ 

white substance coating a newborn. Abandoned by his parents, the Thenardiers, and cut off 

from his biological origin, Gavroche finds another motherly habitat in the elephant belly. As 

HǳƎƻ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ƛǘΣ άƭŜ ƎŀƳƛƴ ŘŜ tŀǊƛǎΣ ŎΩŜǎǘ ƭŜ ƴŀƛƴ ŘŜ ƭŀ ƎŞŀƴǘŜέ13 όάǘƘŜ tŀǊƛǎ ǳǊŎƘƛƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŘǿŀǊŦ 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƎƛŀƴǘέύΦ tŀǊƛǎ ǘƘŜ Ǝƛŀƴǘ ŀŘƻǇǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƻǊǇƘŀƴ ŀƴŘ ƎƛǾŜǎ ƘƛƳ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƘŀƴŎŜ ŀǘ ŀ ƭƛŦŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ 

he can re-create himself, like Napoleon crowning himself created his own origin, and like the 

new Republic must find its true origin to be born anew.14 ! άǎǇŜŎǘŜǊέ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ .ŀǎǘƛƭƭŜ 

ǇǊƛǎƻƴ όŀƴ άƛƴǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ǎǇŜŎǘŜǊέύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘ όŀ άǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ǇƘŀƴǘƻƳέύ ǿŜǊŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ 

rebirth, Gavroche acquires some oŦ ǘƘŜ άǎȅƳōƻƭƛŎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ŦƻǊŎŜέ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀǊǊȅΦ  

¢ƘŜ ƘƻƭŜ ƛǎ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜ ƘŜƭǇǎ Ƙƛǎ ǘǿƻ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊǎ ŜƴǘŜǊ ƛǘΣ ά¢ƘŜ ƘƻƭŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

which Gavroche had entered was a breach which was hardly visible from the outside, being 

concealed, as we have stated, ōŜƴŜŀǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘΩǎ ōŜƭƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƻƴƭȅ Ŏŀǘǎ 

ŀƴŘ ƘƻƳŜƭŜǎǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƘƻ ŎƻǳƭŘ Ǉŀǎǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƛǘΦέ Lƴ ŎŀǎŜ ǿŜ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊΣ IǳƎƻ 

restates the relationship of the hole with the belly and how it is so narrow that only children 

can go through it. Only children can go through this rebirth: Gavroche, who experiences it with 

the ease of an adder, and his younger brothers with the help of a ladder he provides them. 

Gavroche leads the way in the passage at the literal level, as well as the figural level: Walls for 

him do not constitute hermetic separations between established and immutable categories, 

but rather arbitrary partitions he has no fear to pass through, jump or alter.15  

                                                           
13 Victor Hugo, Les Misérables (Paris: Gallimard, 1951), 592. Hugo also writes: ñSi lôon demandait ¨ lô®norme 

ville: óquôest-ce que cela?ô elle r®pondrait: ócôest mon petitôò (591). 
14 Marthe Robert explains Napoleonôs great influence on 19C novels as a self-made man: ñLôaventurier sans 

naissance ni fortune, qui, en rien de temps, se couronne lui-m°me, installe ses fr¯res sur tous les tr¹nes dôEurope 

quôil a rendus vacants, et se taille un empire dans une r®publique toute neuve dont il est à peine citoyen, appartient 

au roman par toutes les fibres de sa personnalit®, il est roman de bout en bout, un roman qui se fait ¨ mesure quôil 

influence les ®v¯nements de lôhistoire et qui, pour la premi¯re fois ¨ lô®poque moderne, sôimprime en lettres de 

chair et de sang dans le tissu m°me de la r®alit®.ò Roman des origines et origines du roman (Paris: Gallimard, 

1972), 237. 
15 We will see below how Gavroche crawls over the Jardin des Plantes wall, but his understanding of the arbitrary 

nature of walls shows early on, when he leaves the bakery with his brothers and says, ñRentrons dans la rue.ò The 

English translation of ñLetôs go into the street againò (Les Misérables, 122) does not reproduce the meaning of 

ñrentrerò as ñgoing homeò (in French, ñrentronsò is short for ñrentrons ¨ la maisonò), which indicates the street to 
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Let us note that cats can also pass through the narrow breach in the elephant, but as we will 

learn, it is mortal to them as rats eat them. This is an exquisite literary device, as we do not 

ƪƴƻǿ ȅŜǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ Ǌŀǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƻƴΩǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƎƘǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƻŦŦ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǎƪǎ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ 

explanation. But the rats are already introduced here with the cats and a little further on with 

DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜΩǎ ōŜŘΦ 

 

Inside the elephant, the bed alcove built with brass screens from the Jardin des Plantes.  

The elephant is infested with rats, yet Gavroche has managed to install a comfortable bed with 

a mattress and warm blanket in an alcove designed to keep the rats away. The cohabitation of 

ƘǳƎŜ Ǌŀǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻȊȅ ōŜŘ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǘƻǳŎƘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wƻƳŀƴǘƛŎ άƘŀǊƳƻƴȅ 

ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǊƛŜǎΣέ ōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ŜȄǉǳƛǎƛǘŜ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘhe children. Here is how Gavroche explains 

his theft of brass screens, mat, and blanket to his brothers: 

Nevertheless, he felt obliged to add a few words of instruction for the benefit of these young 

creatures, and he continued:  

 άLǘΩǎ ŀ ǘƘƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ WŀǊŘƛƴ ŘŜǎ tƭŀƴǘŜǎΦ LǘΩǎ ǳǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŦƛŜǊŎŜ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ǿƘƻƭŜ 

ǎƘƻǇŦǳƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ !ƭƭ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ Řƻ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŎƭƛƳō ƻǾŜǊ ŀ ǿŀƭƭΣ ŎǊŀǿƭ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ǿƛƴŘƻǿΣ ŀƴŘ 

pass through a door. You can get as much as you want.  

 As he spoke, he wrapped the younger one up bodily in a fold of the blanket, and the 

ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƻƴŜ ƳǳǊƳǳǊŜŘΥ άhƘΗ Ƙƻǿ ƎƻƻŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎΗ LǘΩǎ ǿŀǊƳΗέ DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜ Ŏŀǎǘ ŀ ǇƭŜŀǎŜŘ ŜȅŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

blanket.  

 ά¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ WŀǊŘƛƴ ŘŜǎ tƭŀƴǘŜǎΣ ǘƻƻΣέ ǎŀƛŘ ƘŜΦ άм ǘƻƻƪ ǘƘŀǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴƪŜȅǎΦέ 

 And, pointing out to the eldest the mat on which he was lying, a very thick and admirably 

ƳŀŘŜ ƳŀǘΣ ƘŜ ŀŘŘŜŘΥ ά¢Ƙŀǘ ōŜƭƻƴƎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊŀŦŦŜΦέ 

 After a pause he went on:  

                                                           
be Gavrocheôs home. Homeless Gavroche understands that what is outside for everyone else is the reverse for him. 

He understands the malleability of walls where outside and inside are reversible. 
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 ά¢ƘŜ ōŜŀǎǘǎ ƘŀŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦ L ǘƻƻƪ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƳΦ Lǘ ŘƛŘƴϥǘ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜ ǘƘŜƳΦ L 

ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜƳΥ ΨLǘϥǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘΦΩέ  

 He paused, and then resumed:  

ά¸ƻǳ ŎǊŀǿƭ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƭƭǎ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜ ŀ ǎǘǊŀǿ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦ {ƻ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƴƻǿΗέ 

²ƘŜƴ DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜ ǎŀȅǎΣ ά¢ƘŜ ōŜŀǎǘǎ ƘŀŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦ L ǘƻƻƪ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƳΦ Lǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 

ǘǊƻǳōƭŜ ǘƘŜƳΦ L ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜƳΥ ΨLǘΩǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘΣΩέ ƘŜ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ƘŜ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ŎƻƳƳƛǘ ŀ ŎǊƛƳŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

ƘŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǇŜǊƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ŦƛǊǎǘΦ ά¢ƘŜ ōŜŀǎǘǎ ƘŀŘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΣέ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ 

ǘƘŜ WŀǊŘƛƴ ŘŜǎ tƭŀƴǘŜǎΣ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǘǊǳŜ ƻǿƴŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀǘ ŀƴŘ ōƭŀƴƪŜǘΦ άLǘ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜ ǘƘŜƳΣέ 

ŀƴŘ άL ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜƳΣέ ǇŜǊǎƻƴƛŦƛŜǎ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎ ōȅ ƎƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƳ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎǳƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ƘƛƳΦ CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ άLǘΩǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘΣέ DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀǎǘŜǊ 

elephant a living animal in need of a blanket and a mat, instead of having this need himself. All 

these operations happen in the poetic realm, constructing a web of correspondences allowing 

objects to circulate according to needs rather than ownership.16 For Gavroche, the couple 

giraffe/elephant prevails over the fact they belong to different reigns, the living and the inert. 

DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜǎ ŀ άǎǘǊƻƴƎέ ŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƛǊŀŦŦŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ 

him to make the mat go from one to the otherτand to the children who inhabit it. What would 

be the thief of a mat by a little boy becomes the gift from one animal to another more in need.  

It would be a mistake to only see this poetic manipulation as a way for Gavroche to justify his 

ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘŀƪŜ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƳ ƛǎ ǎƛȊŀōƭŜΣ ŀǎ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǎǳƳǎ ǳǇΣ ά¸ƻǳ ŎǊŀǿƭ over the walls 

ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜ ŀ ǎǘǊŀǿ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦ {ƻ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƴƻǿΗέ DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜ ƘŀŘ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŀ ǿŀƭƭ 

Ƨǳǎǘ ōŜŦƻǊŜΣ ά!ƭƭ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ Řƻ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŎƭƛƳō ƻǾŜǊ ŀ ǿŀƭƭΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘǳŀƭ ǿŀƭƭ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ WŀǊŘƛƴ ŘŜǎ tƭŀƴǘŜǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ŎŀǎŜΣ άǿŀƭƭǎέ is plural and takes on a more general and 

ŦƛƎǳǊŀƭ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎΦ ά/ǊŀǿƭƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƭƭǎέ ƛǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ŦƻǊƳ ƴŜǿ ŀƴŀƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴŎŜǎ 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ŀǎ ǿŜ ǎŀǿ ǿƛǘƘ άǊŜƴǘǊƻƴǎΣέ ŀƴŘ 

here alive and inert with the giraffe and plaster elephant, and human and animal when he 

speaks to animals and gives them human emotions. Climbing over walls and forming new 

correspondences is a poetic gesture, but it acquires a political dimension when Gavroche adds, 

άȅƻǳ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŎŀǊŜ ŀ ǎǘǊŀǿ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦέ /ƭƛƳōƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊ ǿŀƭƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ 

Gavroche to redefine his notion of property and justice apart from those imposed by the 

establishment, which includes a redistribution of goods based on needs.17  

DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜΩǎ ǘƘŜŦǘǎ ƻŦ a mat and blanket would suffice to make him part of the burglar category 

in the eyes of the bourgeoisie, but his mastery of signs makes him a poet, 18 and escape the 

                                                           
16 Victor Brombert speaks of a poetic of slang in the novel: ñThe digression on slang is quite explicit. Slang is 

essentially a poetic construct because of the steady displacement of meanings and the ensuing masquerade of 

words.ò In Victor Hugo and the Visionary Novel (Harvard University Press, 1984), 116. 
17 This redistribution does not necessarily favor Gavroche, who gives his wool shawl to a young beggar who needs 

it more than he does (Les Misérables, 119) and keeps the smaller piece of the bread he shares with his brothers 

(Les Misérables, 121). 
18 This poetic talent is visible from start, for instance when Gavroche meets his brothers and speaks of the barber 

who just put them on the street, he says in French (his poetic talent is not as visible in English), ñJe me trompe de 

b°te; ce nôest pas un merlan, côest un serpent. Perruquier, jôirai chercher un serrurier, et je te ferai mettre une 

sonnette ¨ la queueò in Les Misérables (Paris: Gallimard, 1951), 966. The shift from ñmerlanò to ñserpentò is made 

possible through two criteria: homology of the signifiedðthe merlan and the serpent are both animals, and phonic 

homology of the signifiers with the sounds er/er et an/ent. Likewise, ñperruquierò and ñserrurierò are both trades 

and share similar sounds. Furthermore, the ñmerlanò is also a slang word given to perruquier or wig-maker. The 
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bourgeois categories.19 Lǘ ƛǎ ƛƴ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ ƴŜǿ ŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ƛǎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ άώƴƻǘ] care 

ŀ ǎǘǊŀǿ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘέ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǘƻ ǊŜǘƘƛƴƪ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΩǎ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ŀ ƴŜǿ 

sense of justice. When the eldest of the two boys asks a question to Gavroche, 

 άaƻƴǎƛŜǳǊΣέ ǾŜƴǘǳǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŘŜǊ ǘƛƳƛŘƭȅΣ άȅƻǳ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŀŦǊŀƛŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜΣ ǘƘŜƴΚέ 

 Gavroche contented himself with replying: 

 ά.ǊŀǘΗ bƻōƻŘȅ ǎŀȅǎ ΨǇƻƭƛŎŜΣΩ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀȅ ΨōƻōōƛŜǎΦΩέ  

DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜΩǎ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǎƘƻǿǎ Ƙƛǎ ǇƻǿŜǊ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ Ƙƛǎ ƳŀǎǘŜǊȅ ƻŦ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΦ ά.ƻōōƛŜǎέ ƛƴ CǊŜƴŎƘ 

ƛǎ ά[Ŝǎ ŎƻƎƴŜǎΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ άŎƻƎƴŜǊέ ƻǊ άǘƻ ōŜŀǘ ǳǇέ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘΦ ¢ƻ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ tƻƭƛŎŜ ά[Ŝǎ 

ŎƻƎƴŜǎέ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƴƻǎǘ ōǊǳǘŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘƭŜǎǎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴΣ ŀǎ ƛŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊƻƭŜ 

ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ Ƴƻǎǘƭȅ ƛƴ ƘǳǊǘƛƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ CƻǊ DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ά[Ŝǎ ŎƻƎƴŜǎέ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŘŜŦƛƴŜ ǇƻƭƛŎŜ ƻƴ 

his own terms and get a certain amount of power over it. Gavroche teaches his younger 

brothers that the only way to survive resides in language.20 Like Hugo, he understands the 

revolution in which he will participate and eventually die must first happen in the poetic realm 

because language produces structures of society and justice. 

 

                                                           
wordplay happens through sophisticated correspondences: the perruquier brings the merlan, the merlan brings the 

serpent. The perruquier also brings the serrurier, which allows to go round to the serpent with its bell (a serpent à 

sonnette is a rattlesnake). Gavroche also creates new words, in French, ñGienaò for ñil y en a,ò and ñGniaò for ñil 

nôy a,ò in Les Misérables (Paris: Gallimard, 1951), 981. 
19 Karen Masters-Wicks writes in this sense, ñGavrocheôs voice is given stature by the elevation of grotesque 

language to an artistic form. His óKeksek­aô [IV,6,2,751] and óKirikikiouô [IV,6,2,764], for example, become code 

words which distinguish him from other slang-users, creating a unique language which sets him apart.ò Victor 

Hugoôs Les Mis®rables and the Novels of the Grotesque (Peter Lang, 1994), 95. Ricatte likely praises Gavrocheôs 

use of language: ñOr dans un cas au moins, celui de Gavroche, ces sentiments nôexistent pas hors des surprises du 

langage parl®: côest le langage seul qui, par une perp®tuelle invention, soutient la cr®ature la plus vivante et la plus 

vraie que Hugo ait form®e.ò Robert Ricatte, ñLes Mis®rables: Hugo et ses personnages.ò In Guy Rosa, Victor 

Hugo, Les Misérables (Paris: Klincksieck, 1995), 91. Finally, Hugo himself writes about the gamin de Paris in 

general that ñle gamin nôest pas sans quelque intuition litt®raireò in Les Misérables (Paris: Gallimard, 1951), 593.   
20 Masters-Vicks says about slang: ñSlang, itself, is a palimpsest, as it writes over ñpoliteò words or expressions to 

elicit their corporal and more concrete meaning. It seeks to subvert and be heard above the voice of the dominant 

ñpoliteò (and implied duplicitous) discourse, and the narrator manipulates our reading of discourse/counter-

discourse through constant interventions in favor of this counter-discourse.ò Victor Hugoôs Les Mis®rables and the 

Novels of the Grotesque, 97.  
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Gustave Biron, The Barricade              Eugène Delacroix, Liberty Leading the People (1830) 

 

DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜ ƧǳƳǇǎ ƻǾŜǊ ŀ ƭŀǎǘ ǿŀƭƭ ŀǎ ƘŜ άǇƭǳƴƎŜώǎϐ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘέ όLes Misérables, 44) over the 

barricade of the rue de la Chanvrerie.21 Unlike the walls of the Jardin des Plantes built by the 

government, barricades are historically improvised walls built by the people of Paris to oppose 

the established government.22 In the mid 19C, barricades become the preeminent symbol of a 

ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ DŀǳŘƻƴ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜȅ άǘŜǊǊƻǊƛȊŜŘέ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦ23 

It may indeed be this step over the barricades that brought Gavroche to life, as Hugo created 

ƘƛƳ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǎŜŜƛƴƎ 5ŜƭŀŎǊƻƛȄΩǎ муол ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ Liberty Guiding the PeopleΦ Lƴ 5ŜƭŀŎǊƻƛȄΩǎ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎΣ 

Liberty and a child are stepping over a barricade with a heroic gusto such that it eventually 

made Liberty the feminine allegorical prototype for all French Marianne to come.24 As for the 

child, it takes Hugo to give him the stature of a symbol.  

!ƴ ŀƭƭŜƎƻǊȅ ƛǎ ŀƴ ŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘ ƛŘŜŀ ƛƴŎŀǊƴŀǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ 5ŜƭŀŎǊƻƛȄΩǎ [ƛōŜǊǘȅΦ 

Her antiquated beauty and gracefully draped torn dress give her a statuesque dignity 

transcending the historical events of July 1830 and incarnating a universal idea of Liberty. On 

ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƘŀƴŘΣ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōƻȅ ŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜǎ ŀ άǊŜŀƭέ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΦ [ƛƪŜ 

Liberty, he stands erect with an arm gloriously raised and steps over the barricade, beyond 

which corpses lie and death awaits him. But he also is the only one looking at us and displays 

an enthusiasm allegorical Liberty does not have. They emerge from smoke as thick as fog, their 

                                                           
21 The rue Rambuteau remplaced the street, and the barricade was a little east of the rue Mondétour, just four 

streets north of where Henri IV was assassinated. 
22 Barricade construction began in France in the 16C and remained an exclusively French practice for two 

centuries, most notably during the July 1830 and 1848 revolutions, the 1871 Commune, and May 1968. 

Gavrocheôs revolution of 1832 is smaller, although famous because of Hugoôs Les Misérables. 
23 See Jean Gaudon, ñIllustration/Lectureò in Lire Les Misérables (Paris: Librairie José Corti, 1985), 256. Gaudon 

also gives illustrations of the barricades, one by Brion showing a small, insignificant barricade, while the barricade 

by Benett shows a huge pile topped by an omnibus, emblematic of ñterrorò and a ñmonstrous chaosò (258).   
24 Delacroixôs Liberty participates in shaping the symbol of the French Republic, shifting to a female figure as a 

way to break from the Ancien Régime and its masculine iconographies, such as Louis XIV as the Sun King, or 

Napoleon self-crowning at his coronation.  
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bodies espousing each other as perfectly fitted pieces in a puzzle, or the two sides of a coin: she 

is the idea, he is the symbol, or rather, he is on his way to becoming a symbol. 

 As opposed to an allegory (or incarnated idea), a symbol exists in reality before it comes 

to represent an idea. Les Misérables gives Gavroche that substance through its narrative. 

Gavroche first appears as a bellowing baby in the episode where Jean Valjean brings Cosette 

the doll of her dreams, and as we follow him in the street of Paris, his endearing dialogues of 

poetic slang confer him a substance.25 Finally, his heroic death transforms him into a symbol of 

popular force, especially visible in his revolutionary song.  

¢ƘŜ ŦƻǳǊ ǾŜǊǎŜǎ ŜƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ά/ΩŜǎǘ ƭŀ ŦŀǳǘŜ Ł ±ƻƭǘŀƛǊŜέ ŀƴŘ ά/ΩŜǎǘ ƭŀ ŦŀǳǘŜ Ł wƻǳǎǎŜŀǳΦέ ά/ΩŜǎǘ ƭŀ 

ŦŀǳǘŜ Łέ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘƛǎƘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ǘƻ ŘŜŦƭŜŎǘ Ŧŀǳƭǘ ōȅ ōƭŀƳƛƴƎ ƻǘƘŜǊǎΦ Lƴ DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜΩǎ ŎŀǎŜΣ ƘŜ ōƭŀƳŜǎ 

some of the most brilliant philosophers of the eighteenth century, and the proximity of low and 

high culture is irresistible.26 Hugo gives an idea of what kind of fault Voltaire and Rousseau are 

responsible fƻǊ ǿƘŜƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōƛƴƎ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ǘƘŜ άǾƻƭǘŀƛǊƛŀƴƛǎƳέ ƻŦ ŀ ƎŀƳƛƴ ǘƘǳƳōƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ƴƻǎŜ ǘƻ ŀ 

ǇǊƛŜǎǘΩǎ ŘƻƻǊΣ27 and it is this biting spirit of non-conformism and mockery specific to Voltaire 

that Gavroche embraces.28  !ǎ ŦƻǊ wƻǳǎǎŜŀǳΣ IǳƎƻ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ƘƛƳ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜ ǿƘƻ άǇrémédite la 

wŞǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΣέ29 and it was indeed the ideas of Rousseau that guided both the American and the 

French Revolutions.30 ±ƻƭǘŀƛǊŜ ŀƴŘ wƻǳǎǎŜŀǳΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ άŦŀǳƭǘέ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƴƎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

consciousness and giving a voice to people to fight for their rights. What is true of all the 

misérables of the world, applies especially to Gavroche. 

²ƘŜƴ DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜ ǘŜƭƭǎ Ƙƛǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ ά!ƘΗ ²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜ ƭƻǎǘ ƻǳǊ ŀǳǘƘƻǊǎΣέ όLes Misérables, 120), he 

refers to their biological parents, who happen to be his parents as well, the Thenardiers. But 

άŀǳǘƘƻǊǎέ ŀƭǎƻ ƳŜŀƴǎ άǿǊƛǘŜǊǎΣέ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜǎ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǎƻƴƎ ±ƻƭǘŀƛǊŜ ŀƴŘ 

wƻǳǎǎŜŀǳ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎƛōƭŜ ŦƻǊ ŜǾŜǊȅǘƘƛƴƎΣ ƘŜ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ Ƙƛǎ άŀǳǘƘƻǊǎΣέ ōƻǘƘ ŀǎ ǿǊƛǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ 

spiritual fathers. Like them, he redefines his notion of property by climbing over walls erected 

ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΣ ŘŜŦŜƴŘǎ Ƙƛǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ƧǳǎǘƛŎŜ ōȅ ǇƭǳƴƎƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ōŀǊǊƛŎŀŘŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

creates a revolutionary song as his testament. Gavroche dies, but his soul soars to freedom, 

leading the way for more revolutionary heroes, like his younger brothers he has instructed in 

using the language of revolution. 

 DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜΩǎ ǘƻǳŎƘƛƴƎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊƻƛŎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƳŀƪŜ ƘƛƳ ŀ ǎȅƳōƻƭ ŦƻǊ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ 

Paris, and even though created in 1862, it is now him we see standing bȅ [ƛōŜǊǘȅ ƛƴ 5ŜƭŀŎǊƻƛȄΩǎ 

1830 painting. It is Gavroche who carries a cartridge box too big for him and that he must have 

                                                           
25 According to Llosa, Gavroche is ñone of the most appealing and tender characters in fiction,ò and ñHis purity of 

spirit is strengthened rather than diminished by poverty, homelessness, and injustice.ò Mario Vargas Llosa, The 

Temptation of the Impossible: Victor Hugo and Les Misérables. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007), 97. 
26 If you wonder how Gavroche would possibly know Rousseau, remember his fatherôs reaction when his mother 

expresses some scruple at abandoning their two sons, ñThenardier, masterful and phlegmatic, cauterized the 

scruple with this saying: óJean-Jacques Rousseau did even better!ôò (Les Misérables, 115). 
27 Les Misérables (Paris: Gallimard, 1951), 601. 
28 The Petit Robert describes the esprit voltairien as ñQui adopte ou exprime lôincr®dulit®, lôanticl®ricanisme et le 

scepticisme railleur de Voltaire.ò Rousseau did not get an adjective made out of his name like Voltaireðhis 

thoughts cannot be packaged as easily.   
29 Les Misérables (Paris: Gallimard, 1951), 607. 
30 Thomas Okey writes about Rousseauôs Contrat Social: ñThe Contrat Social with its consuming passion for 

social justice, its ideal of a state founded on the sovereignty of people, became the gospel of the time. Men and 

women knew its pages by heart and slept with the book under their pillows.ò The Story of Paris, (London: J. M. 

Dent and Sons, 1906), 280. 
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ǘŀƪŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŎƻǊǇǎŜΦ Lǘ ƛǎ DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜΩǎ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ǎƻƴƎ ǿŜ ƘŜŀǊ ŀǎ 5ŜƭŀŎǊƻƛȄΩǎ ƎŀƳƛƴ ƧǳƳǇǎ 

over the barricade. It is Gavroche who looks at us and invites us to follow him in his heroic quest 

for a better society, where old walls crumble to form barricades and society can be restructured 

according to a new sense of justice. 

 

 

21C Place de la Bastille 

 

¢ƻŘŀȅΩǎ tƭŀŎŜ ŘŜ ƭŀ .ŀǎǘƛƭƭŜ Ƙŀǎ ǊŜǘŀƛƴŜŘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳƴǎŜǘǘƭƛƴƎ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ IǳƎƻΩǎ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴΦ 

The elephant has long disappeared, but the two basins for its fountain still serve as a base for 

ǘƘŜ Wǳƭȅ ŎƻƭǳƳƴΦ ! ŎƭƻǎŜǊ ƭƻƻƪ ǎƘƻǿǎ ŀ ŎƭǳƳǎȅ ŀƭǘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȊŀΩǎ ǳƴǊǳƭȅ 

character. If the Place des Vosges is square, the Place Dauphine triangular, the place Vendôme 

octogonal, the Place des Victoires round and the place de la Concorde rectangular, the place de 

la Bastille has no form. Fourteen streets meet at its location, and unlike the twelve avenues of 

ǘƘŜ tƭŀŎŜ /ƘŀǊƭŜǎ ŘŜ DŀǳƭƭŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊƎƛƴƎ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜƭȅ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ƛǘǎ ŎŜƴǘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ .ŀǎǘƛƭƭŜΩǎ ǎǘǊŜŜǘǎ ƳŜŜǘ 

haphazardly, preventing the possibility to organize the plaza into a coherent space. Although 

open to the plaza, the Arsenal basin does not make its presence perceptible. As for the new 

Opera House that replaces the Paris-Bastille train station, although of a monumental scale, it 

ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀȊŀΩǎ ǇŜǊƛǇƘŜǊȅ ŀǎ ƛŦ ƴƻǘ ŘŀǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜƴŎǊƻŀŎƘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎȅƳōƻƭƛŎ ǾƻƛŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘ 

Bastille jail. A satellite view of the Place de la Bastille shows an effort to bring some order with 

ground treatments. Curbstones outline a half-circle to the east and a half square to the west, 

but this is a nameless shape that does little more than keep cars moving properly. Different 

colored cobblestones likewise delineate the perimeter of the old Bastille fortress, making it a 

άǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ǎǇŜŎǘŜǊέ ǘƘŀǘ IǳƎƻ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜŘΦ  
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The Place de la Bastille does not offer the unity of the other Parisian plaza: no centrality, no 

well-defined shape, no strong presence in the buildings surrounding it, and its old monuments 

ŀǊŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ Ŧƻǳƴǘŀƛƴ ōŀǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ƻƭŘ ŦƻǊǘǊŜǎǎΩ ǎǇŜŎǘŜǊΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƭƭ ŘŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ 

its vocation: The void created by the first Revolution provides an unstructured place where any 

ŦǳǘǳǊŜ tŀǊƛǎƛŀƴ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ Ŏŀƴ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀǘŜΣ ƭƛƪŜ ǳǊŎƘƛƴ DŀǾǊƻŎƘŜ ǎƭƛŘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǇƘŀƴǘΩǎ 

belly black hole. 
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Lost Innocence: The Representation of Children in Literature of the 

Great War | Dana Schweizer 

The literature of the Great War abounds with the representation of youth sacrificed, of 

innocence corrupted.  Typically, children are a sign of life and new beginnings, but in World War 

One, they represent something completely different.  They exemplify grief and pointless loss; 

they manifest the absence of hope.  !ƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ 

²ƻǊƭŘ ²ŀǊ hƴŜΣ ŀ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻŜǘǊȅ ƻŦ wǳŘȅŀǊŘ YƛǇƭƛƴƎΣ wŜōŜŎŎŀ ²ŜǎǘΩǎ The Return of the 

SoldierΣ ŀƴŘ ±ŜǊŀ .ǊƛǘǘŀƛƴΩǎ Testament of Youth, shows the important role the depiction of 

childrenτor of their absenceτplays in articulating themes of World War One literature.  In 

YƛǇƭƛƴƎΩǎ ǇƻŜǘǊȅΣ ƘŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴǎ ŀƎŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ŀƎŀƛƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ figure of his dead son, John, a soldier killed 

in action, to capture an almost universal sense of loss and waste.  For West and Brittain, on the 

other hand, figures of absent and dead babies appear to show how the war led to feelings of 

lost hope and innocence.  The moving images of doomed and missing children form a significant 

part of a discourse activated to try to capture death, loss, and mourning of great magnitude for 

an entire generation. 

The perception of children was challenged during the Great War because children were used as 

propaganda, but were also supposed to be seen as innocent. Children depicted war in their eyes 

through schoolwork and drawings, which shows the impact war had on them. In their 

schoolwork they depicted events like saying goodbye to their fathers, news they heard of 

missing or killed family members, victory celebrations, or the constant noise they would hear 

https://literatureofthegreatwar.wordpress.com/
https://literatureofthegreatwar.wordpress.com/
https://literatureofthegreatwar.wordpress.com/
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from bombings. The way children depicted war shows their loss of innocence in a way that no 

one really noticed. Unlike during previous conflicts, children were heavily consumed in what 

was going on because they were living right in the center of it (Gillis). The Great Warτthe first 

modern warτhad deeply felt effects for everyone on the home front, including children. 

Instead of being allowed to have a conventional childhood, children took part in many duties 

surrounding the war. These duties included volunteering to be in the war at a young age, being 

ǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ άŦƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ Ŧƛǘέ ōƻȅ ǎŎƻǳǘǎ όCƛƎΦ мύΣ ƎƛǊƭ ƎǳƛŘŜǎ όCƛƎΦ нύΣ ǎŜŀ ǎŎƻǳǘǎΣ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ land, 

raising money at their schools, salvaging scrap metal, working in war industries, and functioning 

as and being influenced by propaganda (Talarico). 

Fig. 1: Boy Scouts on guard by a railway bridge and train 

tracks. Courtesy of Imperial War Museums Fig. 2: 

Boy Scouts on guard by a railway bridge and train tracks. Courtesy of Imperial War Museums 

  

tǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǇŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƻƴ ²ƻǊƭŘ ²ŀǊ hƴŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŎƻǳǊŀƎŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ Ǝŀƛƴ 

specific values while also contributing to war efforts. Propaganda was new to children, as they 

had never experienced the effects of war prior to this. Moral value and behavior was created 

through school instead of parents, and patriotic values were the most important thing children 

learned. During this time teachers and schools were pressured to dedicate their teaching to 

supporting war efforts, which made it harder for children to learn things such as reading and 

writing. Children were frequently asked to draw and write about the war if they could, as shown 
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in Figure 3, which reflects how children were taught about the war. Innocence was lost when 

teachers were asked to dedicate their teaching to support war efforts, bringing children into 

adult issues that they had no say in (Cooke). 

Fig. 3: Boy Scouts on guard by a railway bridge and train 

tracks. Courtesy of Imperial War Museums 

Rudyard Kipling relates most of his work to his son, John, a soldier killed in action, to capture an 

almost universal sense of loss and waste. Even though he relates his poetry to his son, the 

overall view of his poems can relate to the suffering parents have when their child goes off to 

ǿŀǊ ƻǊ ŘƛŜǎΦ IŜ ōŜƎƛƴǎ Ƙƛǎ ǇƻŜƳΣ ά¢ƘŜ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴέ ōȅ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘƻǎŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƘƻ ŘƛŜ ŦƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ 

for their country: 

These were our children who died for our lands: they were dear in our sight. 

We have only the memory left of their home-treasured sayings and laughter. 

¢ƘŜ ǇǊƛŎŜ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ƭƻǎǎ ǎƘŀƭƭ ōŜ ǇŀƛŘ ǘƻ ƻǳǊ ƘŀƴŘǎΣ ƴƻǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ hereafter. 

Neither the Alien nor the Priest shall decide on it. That is our right. 

But who shall return us the children? (27). 

YƛǇƭƛƴƎ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŜƴŘǎ Ƙƛǎ ǇƻŜƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǿŀȅ ōȅ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ά.ǳǘ ǿƘƻ ǎƘŀƭƭ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǳǎ ǘƘŜ 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴέΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇƻŜƳ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ƛƴǘǊƛƎǳƛƴƎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƘŜ ƛǎ ǘŀƭƪƛƴƎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƛŜŦ ƘŜ ƛǎ ōŀǘǘƭƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊ 

the loss of his own son. But this refrain seems to speak on a more impersonal level and can 

relate to all parents who are awaiting the safe arrival of their children. These lines symbolize 

ƭƻǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎǘŜ ŀǎ ƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ǘƘŜ άǇǊƛŎŜ ƻŦ ƭƻǎǎέ ŀǎ ƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƘƻ ǿƛƭƭ ōǊƛƴƎ ƘƻƳŜ Ƙƛǎ ǎƻƴΦ 

Kipling may be blaming parents for sending their children off to war. 



101 
 

Children were brought into the war at a young age, and most of them lost their lives because of 

ƛǘΦ YƛǇƭƛƴƎ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜƳƛƴŘ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ƭƛŦŜ ƛǎ ǇǊŜŎƛƻǳǎΣ ōǳǘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƛƳŜ no one 

saw it that way. As he wrote, he must have realized that children had no choice but to fight in 

the war. Their childhoods was taken away from them and their innocence was destroyed by the 

DǊŜŀǘ ²ŀǊΦ IŜ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜǎ Ƙƛǎ ǇƻŜƳ ōȅ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΥ ά¢ƘŜ ǿƻǳƴŘŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ war-spent, the sick received 

no exemption: Being cured they returned and endured and achieved our redemption, hopeless 

ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƻŦ ǊŜƭƛŜŦΣ ǘƛƭƭ 5ŜŀǘƘΣ ƳŀǊǾŜƭƛƴƎΣ ŎƭƻǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƳέ όнтύΦ IŜ ǳǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘǎ άŘŜŀǘƘ 

ƳŀǊǾŜƭƛƴƎΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ŀǎ ŀǎǘƻƴƛǎƘing and in awe. Kipling goes on to explain how even 

though the children are wounded, they must return to war and continue their duty. Kipling, as 

ŀƴȅ ǇŀǊŜƴǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴΣ ŎŀǊŜŘ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀōƻǳǘ Ƙƛǎ ǎƻƴΩǎ ǊŜǘǳǊƴΦ 

The end is much lƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ ōŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎΣ ŀǎ ƘŜ ǊŜƛǘŜǊŀǘŜǎΥ ά.ǳǘ ǿƘƻ ǎƘŀƭƭ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǳǎ ƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴέ ƘŜ 

questions for himself about his own son, but also to all parents of children in the war. He 

questions when the children would come home and when the war would be over. 

That flesh we had nursed from the first in all cleanness was given to corruption unveiled and 

assailed by the malice of Heavenτby the heart-shaking jests of Decay where it lolled on the 

wiresτto be blanched or gay-painted by fumesτto be cindered by firesτto be senselessly 

tossed and re-tossed in stale mutilation from crater to crater. For this we shall take expiation. 

But who shall return us our children? (27-28). 

YƛǇƭƛƴƎ ǿǊƻǘŜΣ ά¢Ƙŀǘ ŦƭŜǎƘ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ƴǳǊǎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƛƴ ŀƭƭ ŎƭŜŀƴƴŜǎǎ ǿŀǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǘƻ ŎƻǊǊǳǇǘƛƻƴ 

unveilŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŀǎǎŀƛƭŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƭƛŎŜ ƻŦ ƘŜŀǾŜƴΣέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊǘƘ ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ 

ŎƘƛƭŘ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ǎƻ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǘǊŀƎŜŘȅ ƛƴ ǿŀǊΤ ǘƘŜƴ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛǊƻƴƛŎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǳǎŜǎ άƳŀƭƛŎŜ ƻŦ ƘŜŀǾŜƴέ ŀǎ 

heaven is not supposed to be seen as evil, but it is evil that their children are taken to heaven 

ǎƻ ǎƻƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜƴŘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ŘǊŀƳŀǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ WƻƘƴΩǎ ōƻŘȅΣ ƭƛƪŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿƘƻ ŘƛŜŘ ƛƴ 

the battle, was not found until after the war ended, which causes Kipling to grieve this loss, as 

any parent would. 

Lƴ YƛǇƭƛƴƎΩǎ άaȅ .ƻȅ WŀŎƪέΣ ƘŜ ǊŜŎŀƭƭǎ ŦƻǊ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƻƴŜǎ ǿƘƻ 

first nursed their children when they were born, when they were not wounded, when they had 

not yet been corrupted by war. 

ΨIŀǾŜ ȅƻǳ ƴŜǿǎ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ōƻȅ WŀŎƪΚΩ 

Not this tide. 

Ψ²ƘŜƴ ŘΩȅƻǳ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜΩƭƭ ŎƻƳŜ ōŀŎƪΚΩ 

Not with this wind blowing, and this tide. 

  

ΨIŀǎ ŀƴȅ ƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜ ƘŀŘ ǿƻǊŘ ƻŦ ƘƛƳΚΩ 

Not this tide. 

For what is sunk will hardly swim, 

Not with this wind blowing, and this tide. 
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ΨhƘΣ ŘŜŀǊΣ ǿƘŀǘ ŎƻƳŦƻǊǘ Ŏŀƴ L ŦƛƴŘΚΩ 

None this tide, 

Nor any tide, 

Except he did not shame his kindτ 

Not even with that wind blowing, and that tide. 

  

Then hold your head up all the more, 

This tide, 

And every tide; 

Because he was the son you bore, 

And gave to that wind blowing and that tide (29). 

Agaƛƴ ŎƻƳƳŜƳƻǊŀǘƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ǎƻƴΣ YƛǇƭƛƴƎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ άǘƛŘŜέ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ƭƛǘŜǊŀƭ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎΣ ōǊƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ǎƻƴ WŀŎƪ 

to France, but could also relate it to a metaphorical sense. The tide is a metaphor for the 

inexorable and overwhelming force that is the war, which is the big unstoppable thing that is 

taking Jack away. The voice continues to ask for news about their son, while the other voice 

uses the image of a tide and the blowing wind to create a metaphorical sense of loss or absence. 

This poem evokes the loss felt by parents and family members who have lost their children 

ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊΦ ά¢ƘŜƴ ƘƻƭŘ ȅƻǳǊ ƘŜŀŘ ǳǇ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜΣ κ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǘƛŘŜκ !ƴŘ ŜǾŜǊȅ ǘƛŘŜΤ κōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƘŜ 

ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƻƴ ȅƻǳ ōƻǊŜΣ κ!ƴŘ ƎŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƛƴŘ ōƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛŘŜΗέ ¢ƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ aȅ .ƻȅ WŀŎƪ 

offers alleviate the emotions or the sadness they felt due to the death of their child. 

As Kipling discusses loss, another Great War author, Vera Brittain, uses children as way to talk 

about loss and grief in her memoir Testament of Youth. Absent childrenτchildren who are 

never born, and children who may materialize in the future, ghostly children and figments of 

childrenτare used throughout the text. First, Brittain spends much of her autobiography 

thinking about a phantom child she could have had with her lover, Roland Leighton, who was 

ƪƛƭƭŜŘ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊΦ άΧL ǿƻǳƭŘ ƎƭŀŘƭȅ ƎƛǾŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ L ƘŀŘ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƘƻǇŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ Ƴȅ 

few years of conscious ambition, not, for the first time, to astonish the world by some brilliant 

achievement, but one day to call a child of RolanŘΩǎ Ƴȅ ƻǿƴέ ό.Ǌƛǘǘŀƛƴ ммуύΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊ ŜƴŘŜŘ 

she did not know who would give her this child she had fantasized about for so long. The child 

she never had with Roland exemplifies her grief. 

Many women probably had the same thought as their loved ones died for their country, 

ǊŜǎǳƭǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ƻŦ άǿŀǊ ōŀōƛŜǎΦέ ²ŀǊ ōŀōƛŜǎ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŀƳŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƻǘƘŜǊǎ 

had them while their fathers were off at war. They were essentially having children out of 

wedlock, and were then left with the children to reƳŜƳōŜǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳŜƴ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƻǾŜǊǎΩ 

ǳƴǘƛƳŜƭȅ ŘŜŀǘƘǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŀǘ ²ŀǊΦ .Ǌƛǘǘŀƛƴ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ƻƴ ǿŀǊ ōŀōƛŜǎΥ άaŜŘƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ 

on the air-ǊŀƛŘǎ ƘŀŘ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ŀ ŘƛǎǎŜǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘǊƻǾŜǊǎƛŀƭ ǘƻǇƛŎ ƻŦ ΨǿŀǊ-ōŀōƛŜǎΩ ŀǎ 
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treated by various newspapers. My own comments on this engrossing subject combined a 

ƭƛƳƛǘŜŘ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŜŘ ǊŜƳƴŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ ŀƴŎŜǎǘǊŀƭ ƳƻǊǘŀƭƛǘȅέ όмпмύΦ 

.Ǌƛǘǘŀƛƴ ƎƛǾŜǎ ƘŜǊ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ƻƴ άǿŀǊ ōŀōƛŜǎέ ŀƴŘ ŦŜŜƭǎ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

way they are because having a child with the one they love is what will keep these mothers 

alive. They will have something to hold on to if their husbands or loved ones die fighting. Brittain 

ƳŀƪŜǎ ƘŜǊ ƻǿƴ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǿŀǊ ōŀōȅ ŎƭŜŀǊ ŀǎ ǎƘŜ ŀƴǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜǎ wƻƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƭŜŀǾŜ: 

I had never much cared for babies or had anything to do with them; before that time I had always 

been to ambitious, too much interested in too many projects, to become acutely conscious of a 

material instinct. But on those quiet evenings if night-duty as Christmas approached, I would 

come, half asleep, as near to praying as I had been at any time, even when Roland first went to 

France or in the days following Loss (233-234). 

Brittain prays for a baby, and is sympathetic towards mothers of war babies, because she was 

unable to have children with her war lover before he died and instead continues to fantasize 

ǘƘŜ άǿƘŀǘ ƛŦǎέ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘŜǊ ŎƘƛƭŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛƳΦ {ƘŜ ǎǳŦŦŜǊǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘƛǎ ŀōǎŜƴǘ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘ 

she wants so terribly. This is a feeling a lot of women may have suffered from during this time 

period. 

Later in Testament of Youth, Brittain uses children not to talk about the past that could have 

been, but the future she is working for. When she describes her work as a pacifist, she does so 

explicitly by reflecting on the world she might be leaving to children, whether she has children 

of her own or not. These are children who may one day come into existence, but they are also 

all the children who will never be born because their potential fathers are all dead from the 

war: 

We should never be at the mercy of Providence if only we understood that we ourselves are 

tǊƻǾƛŘŜƴŎŜΤ ƻǳǊ ƭƛǾŜǎΣ ƻǳǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ƭƛǾŜǎΣ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭΣ ōŀƭŀƴŎŜŘΣ ǿŜƭƭ ǇǊƻǇƻǊǘƛƻƴŜŘΣ ǘƻ ŜȄŀŎǘƭȅ 

the extent that we recognize this fundamental truth. It may be that our generation will go down 

in history as the first to understand that not a single man or woman can now live in disregarding 

ƛǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ Ƙƛǎ ƻǊ ƘŜǊ ǿƻǊƭŘΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿ ȅŜǘ ǿƘŀǘ L Ŏŀƴ Řƻ L ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘΣ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ŀƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻ 

happen, but at least I can begin by trying to understand where humanity failed and civilization 

went wrong. If only I and a few other people succeed in this, it may be worthwhile that our lives 

have been lived; it may even be worthwhile that the lives of the others have been laid down. 

tŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ǿƘȅΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŜŘΣ L ǿŀǎ ƭŜŦǘ ōŜƘƛƴŘ όптн-473). 

She always wondered why all the great men were killed during the war. As she thought about 

ǘƘƛǎΣ ŀǎ ǎƘŜ ǎŀȅǎ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ άƭŜŦǘ ōŜƘƛƴŘΣέ ǎƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛȊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ƴƻǿ ƪƴŜw how she wanted the 

children after her to be raised and learn about the war. But it is interesting how she is talking 

about these children that do not currently exist. Throughout her autobiography she only ever 

ǘŀƭƪŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ƭƻǾŜǊΣ wƻƭŀƴŘΩǎΣ ŎƘƛldren, but after his death she is forming a new way 

of thinking about children. 

Even as Brittain thinks beyond her own loss to the future, she still feels the pain of possibly 

ƴŜǾŜǊ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦ Wǳǎǘ ŀǎ ǎƘŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ƻŦ άǿŀǊ ōŀōƛŜǎέ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 

ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊΣ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊ ǎƘŜ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘǎ ƻƴ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊΥ ǘƘŜ άǎǳǇŜǊŦƭǳƻǳǎ ǿƻƳŀƴΦέ Lƴ ŀ мфнл ǇƻŜƳ 

ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ά¢ƘŜ {ǳǇŜǊŦƭǳƻǳǎ ²ƻƳŀƴΣέ .Ǌƛǘǘŀƛƴ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜǎ Ƙƻǿ ŀƴ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƳŜƴ ǿŀǎ ŘŜŀŘΣ 

which means millions of women her age would probably never marry or have families. Her work 
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on this poem is nicely put towards the end of her autobiography as she enters a chapter entitled 

άtƛǇƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ tŜŀŎŜέΥ 

Ghosts crying down the vistas of the years, 

Recalling words 

Whose echoes long have died, 

And kind moss grown 

Over the sharp and blood-bespattered stones 

Which cut our feet upon the ancient ways. 

*           *          *           *           *           *           *  

But who will look for my coming? 

  

Long busy days where many meet and part; 

Crowded aside 

Remembered hours of hope; 

And city streets 

Grown dark and hot with eager multitudes 

Hurrying homeward whither respite waits. 

*           *           *           *           *           *           *  

But who will seek me at nightfall? 

  

Light fading where the chimneys cut the sky; 

Footsteps that pass, 

Nor tarry at my door. 

And far away, 

Behind the row of crosses, shadows black 

Stretch out long arms before the smouldering sun. 

*           *           *           *           *           *           *  

But who will give me my children? (535) 

This poem makes you think about the women who were involved in the war and their lives after 

ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊ ƘŀŘ ŜƴŘŜŘΣ ŀǎ ǎƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ά²Ƙƻ ǿƛƭƭ ƎƛǾŜ ƳŜ Ƴȅ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΚέ {ƘŜ ƴƻǿ ǿƻǊǊƛŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 

her and her future children that she hopes to have. 




