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Discipline and Punish…and Educate


Michel Foucault, in his exhaustive study of the rise of the modern prison system, Discipline and Punish, asserts that capitalism and the ensuing industrial revolution are responsible for reshaping virtually all of society’s institutions at the close of the 18th century.  His argument does not just contend that institutions come to resemble prisons.  Foucault makes the case that schools, workhouses, the military, prisons, etc. are forced to conform to the entirely new landscape which capitalism and industrialization have imposed upon virtually every facet of society.  By the 19th century, the corrosive effects of industrialization are at the front of many of the world’s great thinkers, not least of all Charles Dickens.  Dickens, for his part, is never afraid to question the value of the momentous changes he sees in society.  While he never explicitly ties schools to industrialization, he does, like Foucault, see them as institutions designed to promote rigid and automatic thinking and acting its pupils.  Dickens is less concerned with the origins of Britain’s educational culture than he is on its effect on Britain’s children.  In three separate novels, Dombey and Son, David Copperfield and Our Mutual Friend, he portrays the educational system as far better designed to snuff out a child’s creativity and vitality rather than nurturing their intellect.


To the 21st century reader, Dickens’ accounts of the 19th century boarding school ring more like a case of authorial license than an account of historical reality…


Dickens explores education via what its outcomes are upon the children being educated.  Throughout his writing career, Dickens shows very strong concern for what British society does to its children.  In the case of education, he is not very ambiguous about what he sees as an institution that frequently achieves its goals at the expense of its pupils’ well being.  The three works mentioned above contain the experiences of four distinct characters as they navigate the world of nineteenth century British education.  In only one of these characters’ experience (David Copperfield) does his education turn out to have a positive outcome, even then it is after an initial horrifying ordeal.  In David Copperfield’s experience we see Dickens’ view of educations’ worth and possibility in contrast to what he sees as its horrible misuse in the other cases.


The first example to be discussed is probably the most straightforward of the lot on its surface.  However, if considered at a deeper level it can be taken as symbolic of Dickens’ own thoughts as to how children are regarded by adults.  In Dombey and Son, Robin Toodle, or “Biler” as he is called, is the son of young Paul Dombey’s nanny.  The elder Dombey bestows upon him an education in what he considers and act of magnanimous charity.  To Biler however, the gift is much more of a curse:

Now, it happened that poor Biler’s life had been, since yesterday morning, rendered weary by the costume of the Charitable Grinders. The youth of the streets would not endure it. No young vagabond could be brought to to bear its contemplation for a moment, without throwing himself upon the unoffending wearere, and doing him a mischief. His social existence had been more like that of an early Christian than an innocent child of the nineteenth century. He had been overthrown into gutters; bespattered with mud; violently flattened against posts.  Entire strangers to his person had lifted his blue cap off his head and cast it to the winds. His legs had not only undergone verbal criticisms and revilings, but had been handled and pinched. That very morning, he had received a perfectly unsolicited black eye on his way to the Grinder’s establishment, and had been punished for it by the master: a superannuated old Grinder of savage disposition, who had been appointed schoolmaster because he didn’t know anything, and wasn’t fit for anything, and for whose cruel cane all chubby little boys had a perfect fascination. (73)

This extended passage is significant or a few reasons.  Firstly and most obviously, Biler’s education, as personified by his ridiculous outfit, so ill fits him that he might as well walk through his neighborhood wearing a clown suit. It is an outward manifestation of an educational system that makes no distinction between its own conceptions of education and the actual reality its students are forced to inhabit.  Secondly, on a slightly deeper level, it reveals the myopia of the adults who would place the Bilers of the world in such a situation.  Again, Dombey sees giving Biler an education as a charitable and kind act.  In the end, it only shows the giant gulf between what adults idealize as the value of an education and a real-world incompatibility with a given child’s situation.  Lastly, the example of the master gives the reader a possible glimpse into what the Grinder’s school may prepare its pupils for in life: a cruel and ignorant master of a Grinder’s school.

1


