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OLIVER TWIST:
“AN IRRECLAIMABLE WRETCH”

Chantal CORNUT- GENTILLE D'ARCY

Oliver Twist appeared inmediately after the Pickwick Papers
which had established the popularity of its author Boz. Oliver Twist or
The parish Boy's Progress was the first of Dicken’s books to be
published under his own name and represented a bold departure from
the genial one of the Pickwick Papers. Some of the same comic genius
is cvident in part of Oliver Twist, but fundamentally, Oliver is
Dickens’s {irst serious novel, and the first book in which we encounter
the deeply satirical social criticism that was 1o concern him for so much
of his life. .

Since the target that clearly comes under attack in this novel is the
polemical 1834 Poor Law and the promoters of the said Law, it may be
said that Oliver is not, strictly speaking a hero. According to Philip
Hobsbawn, Dickens uses his main character as “a means of setting
society in perspective™. Or, in Angus Wilson’s words: “Oliver is no
reality, he is (...) merely an image of humanity worked upon by external
forces (...)%. Oliver, therefore, is more an emblem than a character,
Dickens achicves this distancing cffect through a third person narrative
and through a continual, pervading Carlylean tupe of irony. The

+ description of the newbom Oliver. decidedly  recalls professor

Teulelsdrockh’s Clothes philosophy in Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus:
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“What an excellent example of the power of dress young Oliver was! wrapped

in a blanket which liad hitherto formed his only covering, he might have been a child
of a nobleman or a beggar! (..)"™.

The cold and impersonal “systemy” immediately takes charge and
assigns the child a station in society.

“(...) but now that he was enveloped in the old calico robes that had grown yellow in -

the same service, he weas badged out, ticketed and fell into his place at once™.

Oliver embarks upon life from the lowest social strata possible, to
be abused and trampled on by a society which the author loses no time
in depicting in all its brutal reality:

A parish child —the orphan of a workhouse— the humble half-starved drudge —io
be cuffed and buffeted through the world- despised by all and pitied by none™.

The parish- child is put into the care of Mrs Mann, a corrupt and
hypocritical woman whe, conscientiously followed the famous *“great-
est happiness principle”, but directed solely to herself:

“She knew what was good for children and she had a very accurate perception
of what was good for hersell. So, she appropriated the greater part of the weekly
stipend to her own use, and consigned the rising parochial generation 1o even a shorter
allowance than was originally provided for them. Thereby finding in the lowest depth
a deeper still and providing herself a very great experimental philosopher™.

In the first chapter, we find several reference to “philosophers” or
“philosophy” by which Dickens is obviously designating utilitarian
intellectuals such as Jeremy Bentham, Malthus or David Ricardo.
These men recommended abstention from all aitempts to improve the
lot of the workers and their theories had greatly influenced the reform
of the poor law system in England. Hence, in the eyes of many
Victorians, Utilitarianism appeared as the materialistic creed of those
who advocated total subjugation and oppression on the lower classes.
And yet, not all the utilitarian measures concerning the poor reflected
such a dismaily calculated and “scientific” objectivity as the Poor Law
Amendment Act of 1834. Jeremy Bentham, James Mill and many
followers of the creed had long considered Ignorance as a formidable
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ally of poverty, unrest, crime and disease. Thus, to their cool and Ievel-
headed convictions, can be added a sincere and philanthropic belief
that Education would eventually secure the greatest happiness of the
greatest number. '

However, returning to Oliver Twist, we find that not a word is
mentioned about any training or activity during the nine years Oliver
spent in the branch workhouse. The only domestic cducation he seems
to have reccived at “the good lady’s” is stern discipline and poor
feeding. Oliver was correspondingly “a pale thin child, somewhat
diminutive in stature and decidedly small in circumference™.

On his ninth birthday, Oliver is called up for interview and Mr
Bumble therefore conducts him into the presence of the Board.
Dickens tactfully insinuates that inflexibility is the only common
feature of this workhouse authority by making Oliver uncertain
whether (0 bow to the table or to the gentlemen sitting around it.
Dickens manages 1o use Oliver’s innocence and ignorance to point out
the fact that his confusion is after all not so meaningless. The Board
certainly had all the flexibility and feeling of a “thick plank™. The
author then combines inflexibility and harshness with the kind of
intellect which deals with facts and reason only, thus achieving a
sardonic caricature of utilitarian adepts.

“~Boy “said the genileman in the high chair, ‘lisien 1o me. You know you're an
orphan, | suppose?’
‘—What's that, sir?” inquired poor Oliver™.

The child’s inability to answer, owing either to his nervous state or
to an absolute lack of knowledge, leads the member of the Board to
pausc for reflection and then sweepingly deduce that “the boy is a fool
— I thought he was™. Dickens shows with poignant reatity the blinding
effects of the philosophy in question and the heart-rending conse-
quences of allowing such visionless and practical minded people, so
toially devoid of feelings, to direct the lives of defenceless and
wretched children. _

Ignoring the child’s tears, the iton-hcarted Board manifests much
greater concern for the little boy’s Christian behaviour than for his
actual well-being. This 1s where Dickens pointedly remarks:
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“Tt would have been very like a Christian and a marvellously good Christian too,

if Oliver had prayed for the people who fed and tock care of him, but he hadn’t
because nobody had taught him™?,

S0, in the hands of the “Benevolent State”, Oliver, as emblem of
so many other children of the time, had wasted ten years of his life in
the almost exclusive endeavour of merely surviving. As we have seen,
he had had no type of instruction whatsoever, nor had anyone cared
enough for him to devote however little time to stimulating his infant
mind in one way or another. It scems that A.J. Marcham’s words apply
perfectly to the case Dickens is presenting: “The greatest happiness
principle, then, was a seductive slogan, but its simplicity was delu-
sive”n, But, in all faimness, those who supported the greatest happiness
principle, also advocated, as we mentioned before, that the greatest
happiness for the greatest number would be achieved through wide-
spread cducation. .

“To provide an appropriate if rudimentary education for pauper children was a
major concern of the Poor Law throughout the nineteenth century™?.

Dickens therefore knew that some instruction was given 1o the
children who were confined to those “Bastilles”, and that some sort of
work was assigned to each child to help defray the cost of their
maintenance. Buat, at the time Dickens was writing the book, much of
the “education” proposed by the recent Poor Law was rather meagre,
to say the least, and this, Oliver soon discovercd:

“Well, you have come here to be educated and taught a useful trade (...) So you'll
begin to pick oakum tomormrow moming at six o’clock™.

Education of pauper children would, the utilitarians believed, help
their gradual integration into the nation’s social and cconomntic life and,
thus, make of them knowledgeable and therefore happy citizens. But
unscholastic cducation such as that forced upon Oliver, made the
ultimate faie of poor children predictable: “the great majority of boys
became labourers, though in a wide vaniety of trades™. The dismal
education provided would not break the poverty circle. In this way
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workhouse inmates were doomed to remain paupers all their lives.
Pauper education in Cleveland, {or instance:

“did not much exceed that which is necéssary to make them Christian and to make
them useful in their line of life as agricultural labourers™>,

In pointing out that “picking oakum” was hardly a constructive
basis for the moulding of a future citizen, Dickens was in fact fighting
the same baitle as the Utilitarians — who unlike the Church and the
aristocracy werc fervent supporters of educating the masses'. “Educa-
tion requires an essential reform™ had written Bentham as early as
1802. :

“The most neglected class must become the principal object of care. The less
parents are able to discharge this duty, the more necessary. it is for the Government
to fulfill it. It ought not only to watch over orphans left in indigence, but also over the
children whose parcnts no longer deserve the confidence of the law with regard to
their important charge™”.

In his Tracts on Poor Laws and Pauper Management. he again
insisted on the fact that the “Poor”, which represented the bulk of the
community, were in fact the classes whose case was most generaily
overlooked by writers on education — either because the subjects were
nol worthy of their notice or because they lay out of their reach.

But what Dickens was really attacking were such narrow-minded
viewpoints as J. Roebuck’s who insisted in Parliament that people
could not be happy by themselves and had to be taught how to be
happy®. Dickens therefore hit out at the corresponding utilitarian
educational programmes aimed at what they, the utilitarians, thought
10 be the best happiness-seeking instruments.

Dickens scorns the belicf that nobody could be truly liberated into
a staic of happiness unless his mind had previously been manipulated
by utilitarians and sets out (0 demonstrate that instead of reaching a
state of happiness, the workhouse inmates are forced into utter dejec-
tion, through systematic oppression on the part of the “conglomeration
of church wardens and overseers, the instigators and perpetuators of a
bad system™, as Philip Hobsbawm denominates the official staff of
workhouscs. '
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In the next scene Dickens therefore seis out to dispel any romantic
illusions about the bencvolence of the state in its treatment of the peor
and 1o cxpose the cruclly and acquisitivencss behind the official
world’s masquerade of charity. In the scene where the watery gruel is
ladled out of its copper for the expectant boys, the heavy irony used by
the author is relevant. Dickens encourages us to laugh at starving
children when he rematks that:

“The bowls never wanted washing, the boys polished them with their spoons till

they shone again... (which never took very long, the spoons being nearly as large as
the bowls)™.

The lack of proportion between the spoons and the bowls is
unexpected, but the result of the irony is to make social criticism more
bitter. The picture of slow slarvation is pungent, and this episode serves
as a direct attack on Malthus’s principles of rationalizing population
controlz. In desperation, the hungy boys cast lots to sce who would
have the temerity to ask the master for more, and the lot fell to Oliver:
“Please sir, I want some more™=. Oliver’s simple and understandable
request is treated as a major insurrection and the little boy is conse-
quently hustled into immediate confinement and offered as an appren-
tice to anyone who will take him off the hands of the Beadle for five
pounds. However, before we are permitied to leave Oliver’s experi-
ences at the hand of the State, we are given another glimpse of him as
he is about to be apprenticed to a villainous master as a chimney-sweep.
The inadequacy of the law is again craftily insinuated by the author.

The law stated as the only safcguard for the apprentice-to-be, that
the feasible employer should secure the child’s consent before the
indentures were signed. Dickens meaningfuily ridicules this formality:

“_Well’, said the old gentleman, ‘I suppose he’s fond of chimney sweeping’.
‘_He dotes on it, your worship’, replicd Bumble, giving Oliver a sly pinch to
intimate that he had better not say he didn’t™,

Again, not the slightest allusion to any type of instruction for the
apprentice is made during the negotiation; although Dickens must have
known that, as stated in a foot-note of J. Manning’s Dickens on
FEducation:
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“From the standpoint of the educational historian, it may be noted that by this

date (1837-9, when Oliver Twist was published) the earlier legal Tight of Poor Law
Authorities, to bind out apprentices without compulsory instruction had been
modified by such statutes as those of 1802 and 1834™%.

When Oliver is informed that he is to go that night “as general
house lad to a coffin maker’s™, he shows singularly little emotion.
Dickens sarcastically notes the “virtuous astonishment and horror” of
the Board at the tokens of want of feeling on the part of the litde boy™.
The truth was simply that:

“Oliver (_..) was in a fair way of being reduced to life, to a state of brutal stupidity
and sullenness by the ill-usage he had receivcc}””’. ) ) ) )
The child’s state of “brutal stupidity” is quite plainly clarified by
Alexander Pope’s lines:

“Say, first of God above or man below what can we reason, but from what we
know?"?.

As Oliver had been taught nothing, he could in no way have
developed any power of reasoning. His “sullenness”, on the other hand,
is very understandable, if we take into account Goldwin’s definition of
Man as quoted by Malthus, who was refuting the former’s objections
10 his principle of population.

“Man, according to Mr. Goldwin, is a creature formed what he is by the
successive impressions which he has received"™.

Goldwin’s words correspond lo what James Mill denominated
“Domestic education”, which denoies:

“All the child hears and sees, more especially all that it is made to suffer and
enjoy at the hands of others (...} it is most important because “the primary habits form
the fundameatal character of the man™'.

As we have scen, from this first diflicult breath onwards, Oliver
had comc up against nothing but corruption hrutality, injustice, oppres-
sion and scom. Even Noah Claypole, the charity boy who is scrvant to
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Mr. Sowerberry despises and taunts him in his delight of having
encountered someone in a situation of life even lower than himself,

Oliver’s lifelong “impressions™ then, could hardly be described as
positive formation for an honest, industrious and happy citizen. If we
¢all 1o mind the large number of children who spent their childhood in
workhouse institutions, we begin to appreciate the utilitarians’ scepti-
cism about the future generations that would spring from the alarming
depth of ignorance existing in the lower ranks. As we know, the
utilitarians believed, from their eminently practical point of view, that
ignorance or “brutal stupidity™ inevitably fomented crime. Oliver was
therefore, in the eyes of utilitarians, an incipicnt criminal - and we {ind
scveral references of that conception of the poor boy.

Oliver’s temerarious request for more food leads a member of the
Board to have recurrent premonitions: *“The boy will be hung, I know
this boy will be hung™. Again, after the wrangle at the Sowerberrys’s:

_ “I knew it! I felt a strange presentiment from the very first, that that audacious
young savage would come Lo be ung™.

The workhouse boys, at prayer time, recited a special clause in
which they entreated to be “guarded from the sins and vices of Oliver
Twist™.

- When Oliver pleads the magistrate not to scnd him away with the
chimney sweep, Mr. Bumble is scandalized:

“Well! of all the artful and designing orphans that I ever see, Oliver, you are one
of the most barefacedest™,

Charlotie, seizing Oliver to protect Noah Claypole from the little
boy’s wrath, screams out 10 him that he is a wretch and “an ungrateful,
murderous, horrid villainbe. Finally, Mr. Bumble’s report 1o Mr.
Brownlow rounds off the general apprehension of the child:

“That he had, from his birth, displayed no better qualitics than teachery,
ingratitude or malice™".

Adam Smith had earlicr pointed out that::
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“This is the state into which the labouring poor, that is, the gre.«! mody of people,
must necessarily {all, unless Government makes some pains to prevent it™.

Although utilitarian educational theories did not always coincide
among the adherents to the philosophy, they were all united at least in
one aspect, in what E.G. West calls: “negative utilitarianism’™, that is,
in the idea that education could reduce or prevent crime.

In his usnat cold calculations of profit and loss, Bentham, accord-
g o E.G. West:

“estimated that Govemnment funds spent on education would probably be more than

offset by the reduction of expenditure on prisons, and that therefore State investment
on education was socially profitable™e.

The utilitarian point of view was therefore that State education
would help to remove widespread ignorance and, thus, provide people
with the means of pursuing happiness.

Dickens, in Oliver Twist, seems to reverse the whole theory. He
presents the State as responsible, through its officials, of making Oliver
amiserable, wretched and ignorant subject: “The boy looked the quiet,
mild, dejected creature that harsh treatment had made him™:.

Oliver, raised to indignation by Noah’s disparaging comments
about his mother, finally tackles him and knocks him down. Mr.
Bumble is informed that the child had turned vicious and had attempted
lo murder the whole {amily. The reason for such behaviour, he
considered, was:

“You've overfed him ma’am. You've raised an artificial soul and spirit in him
ma’am, unbecoming a person of his condition: as the Board, Mrs. Sowerberry, who
are practical phitosophers, will tell you. What have paupers 1o do with soul and spirit?
It’s quite enough that we let them have live bodies'2.

We find in Dicken’s words another subile jibe at-Malthus’s theory
of population, but the author is also alloting to Malthus, and through
Malthus to the utilitarians, a theory that was not theirs: If a pauper has
afull stomach, ,he will subsequently have a less immediate and animal
nceessity for more food, and will therefore have more time for thought.
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A “thinking” population is preciscly what the Utilitarians wished
lo develop. James Mill in his arlicle on “Education” emphasizes the
fact that certain qualities arc essential in all classes:

“... the qualities of intelligence, temperance and benevolence are desirable for all and
should be the main business of education (....)"

And he adds:

*“Tiil recently, it was denied that imtelligence was a desirable quality in the great
body of the people; and as intelligence is power, such is an unavoidable opinion in
the breasts of those who think that the human race ought 10 consist of 1wo classes —
one that of the oppressors, another, that of the oppressed™®,

Mr. Bumble’s words recall much more the decep suspicion of that
class of people, described by James Mill, who regarded intclligent
lower ranks as a threat 10 the social order and who thercfore preferred
the lower classes to be kept in their station {of subordination), as the
proprietor of a large firm who, when asked if he could take on a man
as a porter, answered:

“I don’t want one of yoﬁf inteHlectuals (...} I want a man that will work and take
his glass of ale. I'll think for him™*.

Hence, what we have noticed and pointed out is that ri ghtup to and
including his apprenticeship, Oliver has neither been fed or instructed.
Evidently the official world has failed him through. After the alterca-
tion with the Sowerberrys, the child’s indurance had reached its limils
and he decides to run away. Thus, in the eighth chapter of the novel,
Oliver comes inlo contact with the underworld — a world of thieves,
prostitutes and murderers.

Dickens’s parody is plain. His biting criticism of the times is
rendered through his clear inversion of the roles of socicly as such, and
those rejected by socicty. His hero escapes from the world that has
treated him harshly and taught him nothing while the underwold 1akes
him in, feeds him and begins the process of his “cducation”,
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EL USO DE LA MEMORIA
EN EL GUION DE ACCIDENT

Celesting DELEYTO ALCALA

Uno de los lugares comunes en la critica de Harold Pinter es el papel
Jugado por lamemoria en la evolucién experimentada por las obras del
dramaturgo en la segunda mitad de la década de los sesenta. De ser un
elemento secundario, aunque significativo, en obras como The Birth-
day Party (las digresiones de Goldberg sobre su nifiez), The Caretaker
(el famoso mondlogo de Aston al final del segundo acto) o The Dumb
Waiter (los recuerdos contradictorios de Ben y Gus a propdsito de un
partido de fiitbol que vieron hace tiempo), la memoria pasa a ser 1a
clave estructural y temdtica en Landscape, Sifence, Night, Old Times
y, cn menor medida, en No Man’s Land y Betrayal.

No tan estudiados como las obras de teatro, los guiones
cincmatogrificos escritos por Pinter durante esta época, expresan la
misma preocupacién y la misma consistencia en la utilizacién de la
memoria eomo hilo conductor de sus estructuras. Este estudio se

propone analizar, desde esta perspectiva, uno de estos guiones —Acci-

dent-, buscando las técnicas concretas con que los diversos aspectos

rclacionados con Ia memoria son plasmados por Pinter cn ¢l cing.
En 1a novela de Nicholas Mosley (1965) en 1a que sc basa el guion

de Pinter se refieren los acontecimienios de la historia o, m4s bien, los




