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Introduction
What does false-consciousness reveal about the character Mr Josiah Bounderby in 

Charles Dickens's Hard Times? This novel takes a satirical look at early industrial 

England and presents a staunch criticism of a prevailing philosophy of the time, 

utilitarianism. This philosophy makes up an integral part of the ideology that Bounderby

subscribes to. The other parts would be classical liberalism, laissez faire capitalism, and 

bourgeois classism. False consciousness is part of the concept of ideology, especially 

rooted in the Marxist tradition, even if Marx himself never used the term itself. It is the 

part of ideology that renders a counterfeit array of notions about society and class 

relations in particular. Hard Times is a good source for a mid nineteenth-century 

portrayal of industrial society in England, and of members of the bourgeois class. All of 

the different classes as described by Marxists are characterised here going from the 

lumpen proletariat, the proletariat, the petite-bourgeoisie, the bourgeoisie, and the 

aristocracy. It even pits the two main, central, and essential classes in capitalist society, 

in a contradictory position: the proletariat versus the bourgeoisie.

In this novel Bounderby almost stands out as a caricature or embodiment of false

consciousness. Almost everything he says and thinks about his relation to the means of 

production and the people he exploits, his workers, is patently false. He couches this 

falsity in the terms of being self-made, classism, but most prominently in the philosophy

of utilitarianism. Here, he fantasises that his success in life is based on mechanical logic

of moral consequentialism and utility for its own sake. If the greater good of capital 

accumulation is defended, there is no need for the concern of other ethical implications. 

It could be argued that this in fact is a perversion of the original conception of 

utilitarianism, in which the greatest amount of pleasure to the greatest number of people

is the goal. It is perhaps this perversion that the narrator is criticising, albeit from an 

idealist point of view rather than a materialist one. However, the narrator's intent is not 
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what is questioned here. This is an investigation of how a fictional version of a 

prevalent school of philosophy in the nineteenth century contributes to create the false 

consciousness of a fictional person in the form of Josiah Bounderby of Coketown.

False consciousness
False consciousness is a concept from ideology. The term is not, as stated above, used 

by Marx himself, but instead coined by Frederick Engels in a letter to Franz Mehring, in

which ideology forming part of society's superstructure, is more or less synonymous 

with ideology in itself: "Ideology is a process [...] consciously but with false 

consciousness. The real motive forces impelling him remain unknown to him, otherwise

it would not be an ideological process at all" (quoted in McLellan 16) "Hence he 

imagines false or apparent motives" (quoted in Eagleton 89). These are rationalisations 

that obscure the real motives for whatever a person engages in. This means that 

ideology as the dominant mode of thought is part of the superstructure in society that 

falsifies the actual conditions of the base. In this sense, ideology is made up of those 

concepts and ideas about society and politics from a social group that are in contrast to 

the actual material conditions, class, and social relations, according to Althusser.  It 

"represents the imaginary relationships of individuals to their real conditions of 

existence"  (Althusser quoted in Bennet and Royle 201). It is worth noting that 

Althusser does not believe in false consciousness per se, and that whether or not 

ideologies are true or not, is irrelevant to him. It is rather "a particular organisation of 

signifying which goes on to constitute human beings as social subjects" (Eagleton 18). 

Nevertheless, it can be argued that his description of ideology does not stray too far 

from the concept of false consciousness, rather he doubts that there can be a "true" 

consciousness in contrast.
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 It may be useful to note that not all Marxists, as Althusser, automatically equate 

ideology with false consciousness. Indeed, Marxists like Lenin had begun labelling 

dialectic materialism, socialism, and communism as ideologies in their own right, albeit 

contesting the dominant one of the bourgeoisie, and Lukacs meant that falseness 

appears in stages of it (McLellan 23). He means that something like dialectical 

materialism is more scientific and closer to the actual state of affairs, partly because of 

the proletariat's class position. For the bourgeoisie, their class position impedes them 

from realising a real consciousness: "the bourgeoisie was quite unable to perfect its 

fundamental science, its own science of classes … The barrier which converts the class 

consciousness of the bourgeoisie into "false" consciousness is objective: it is the class 

situation itself" (Lukacs quoted in McLellan 23). This class situation places it in a 

position where commodity fetishism leads to the reification of the proletariat, and 

impedes it to realise the reality of their society. It is this magical thinking of 

commodities and what is imagined as the intrinsic value of them beyond use, labour or 

exchange value that leads the labour value to be reduced to yet another commodity. It is 

this commodification of the proletariat where reification of the same originates, and 

from where the inability to see society as a collective process, also originates. This 

fragmentation also has its origins in commodity fetishism, where labour spent to create 

a commodity is obscured (Eagleton 95). It is here where the bourgeoisie easily becomes 

mystified concerning the actual realities of the production process, labour value, and 

surplus value expropriation, since they lack the collective lived experience of value-

creation. Moreover, the bourgeoisie in contrast to the proletariat have no real need to 

understand the true nature of capitalism, as colonial lords do not need to understand 

colonialism, as opposed to colonised peoples. This is instead necessary for the 

oppressed who long for emancipation. They have collective interests to understand how 

the system that oppress them actually works (McLellan 96-97). Furthermore, this seems
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almost necessary for the self-image as social subjects for the bourgeoisie to not be 

conscious of the inherently exploitative nature of capitalism. 

The mechanisms that operate within ideology as the false consciousness of the 

ruling class are rationalisation, legitimisation, universalisation, justification, 

naturalisation, and mystification (Eagleton 5-6). Rationalisations provide logical or 

ethical claims that are not necessarily true or at the root of the phenomenon it is 

defending. This is, according to Eagleton, the basis of self-deception, and part of the 

concealment of actual social problems (Eagleton 50-53). "Capitalism is beneficial to all.

Why else would it be so pervasive?" Legitimisation is when the dominant ideology is 

accepted by "consent of its authority" (Eagleton 54). It is useful for a ruling class to 

legitimise its power by appealing to the common interest (Eagleton 55). "The ruling 

class rules since it has the best interests for all society in mind".  Universalisation takes 

what is particular to a time and place and extends it to all times and places. A ruling 

class such as the bourgeoisie under capitalism may come to believe that its own interests

and values are everyone's interests and values (Eagleton 56, 57). "Capitalism is the basis

of liberty for all." Naturalisation is when an ideology is taken to be "natural and self-

evident" as "'common sense' of a society so that nobody could imagine how they might 

be different" (Eagleton 58). "Everybody knows that Marxism is evil." Mystification is 

the obscuring of the true state of affairs in society (Eagleton 5-6). "Class does not exist."

This is often convenient for the ruling class because it benefits from exploitation and it 

is easier to ignore that than to acknowledge it, and perhaps be morally compelled to 

abolish the very system that keeps it in power.

Utilitarianism
It is impossible to read Hard Times, and not notice the prevalence of utilitarianism. 

Indeed, Bounderby is an ardent proponent of it, and it forms a significant part of his 
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bourgeois ideology. However, the way it is presented in the novel deviates from the 

mainstream understanding of that philosophy. Utilitarianism's origin is associated with 

Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart Mill. Since Mill wrote on the subject several years 

after the novel's publication in Utilitarianism in 1863 (Skirbeck & Gilje 407), it is 

unlikely that he had yet to make an impact on the philosophy at the time when Dickens 

was writing his novel. Jeremy Bentham, a lawyer who argued for legal reforms, and was 

an already an established figure in the mid 19th century, and was if not the creator of the 

philosophy, definitely influential in its contemporary incarnation and its popularity 

(Skirbeck & Gilje 403). It is an ethical theory that aims to understand what is the best 

way of reforming society to make life better for the majority. Furthermore, it is a 

consequentialist philosophy wherein the motives for desirable outcomes are not 

relevant. It is the outcomes that are important rather than the motives. That means that it 

does not matter if someone's intent for a certain act is mischievous as long it yields 

favourable results (Skirbeck & Gilje 405). 

It is a hedonistic philosophy that puts human pleasure at its centre, and does this 

by trying to identify what is useful in this endeavour. Utility, which is its namesake, is 

that which leads to human pleasure and lessens suffering or in Bentham's own words: 

"that property in any object whereby it tends to produce pleasure, good or happiness, or 

to prevent the happening of mischief, pain, evil or unhappiness to the party whose 

interest is considered" (Bentham quotes in Plamenatz). The principle for this concept is 

that when legislating one should consider what creates the greatest amount of pleasure 

for the greatest number of people (Skirbeck & Gilje 403; West, "Utilitarianism"). He, as 

a reformer that aimed to improve the conditions for disenfranchised people, feels the 

need to make sure that pleasure is optimised for the largest number of people. Therefore 

he proposes a type of calculus,  a "felicific calculus", that could be used to figure out all 
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the factors, variables, and causes involved to find the greatest amount of happiness 

(Skirbeck & Gilje 403; West, "Utilitarianism"). 

This seems at odds to the way utilitarianism is presented in Hard Times, but a 

deeper look into Bentham's other interests and ideological underpinnings may provide 

some explanation. The philosophy itself is closely associated with classical liberalism, 

albeit that J. S. Mill would eventually amend it and ultimately would give rise to social 

liberalism. Bentham is influenced by classical liberal bourgeois economists like Adam 

Smith, and came to influence David Ricardo in turn (West, "Utilitarianism"). Parts of 

classical liberal ideology that are compatible with classical English utilitarianism are the

assumption that class does not exist, that society is just a collection of individuals, 

support for laissez faire capitalism, limiting state intervention, and protection for private

ownership believing that it increases overall happiness (Skirbeck & Gilje 406). It is 

most likely this, classical liberalism, and the general ideology of the bourgeoisie that 

may be what Dickens is satirising in his novel, rather than the rather benevolent aspects 

at the core of the philosophy. It may also be the case that there indeed may have been a 

vulgarised version of the philosophy that became prevalent mid-century, that 

emphasised calculating maximal utility in economic terms rather than ethical terms. 

Moreover, an interesting thing to notice is J. S. Mill's upbringing. His father, another 

famous utilitarian associated with Bentham, James Mill, gave J. S. Mill a utilitarian 

upbringing, much in the same vein as the Gradgrind children, and Bitzer. He was taught 

"Greek at three years of age, Latin at eight years of age, and national economics and 

logic at twelve years of age” (Skirbeck & Gilje 407, my translation).

Utilitarianism in Hard Times
Here are a few examples of how the narrator presents utilitarianism in Hard 

Times. In the first paragraph in the first chapter of the first book, the necessity of facts in
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education and nothing other than facts is expounded (Dickens 3). These are the words of

Thomas Gradgrind, who is the headmaster at a school that applies utilitarian principles 

in education. He is characterised in the second chapter as a person of facts and 

calculations "ready to weigh and measure any parcel of human nature" (Dickens 5). 

This is reminiscent of Bentham's "felicific calculus". He is in a classroom of his school 

and the children are portrayed as "little pitchers before him, who were to be filled so full

of facts" (Dickens 5). Sissy is referred to as girl number twenty, and admonished for 

even using the word, “to fancy”: "But you mustn't fancy [...] you are never to fancy [...] 

You must discard the word Fancy altogether" (Dickens 9).

Another illustration of how the narrator satirises utilitarianism can be found in 

Chapter IX, where Sissy is discussing school with Louisa concerning the subject of 

"National Prosperity". "And he said, This schoolroom is an immense town, and there are

a million inhabitants, and only five-and-twenty are starved to death in the streets, in the 

course of a year [...] it must be just as hard upon those who were starved" (Dickens 63). 

This is a criticism of the insufficiency in the mind of the narrator, to address human 

suffering, by reducing it to figures to be calculated. This is perhaps a direct allusion to 

Bentham's happiness calculus.

A third example is in Book Three, Chapter VIII, when a reformed Gradgrind 

confronts Bitzer on what motivates him hunting down his son Tom. He says that "the 

whole social system is a question of self-interest. What you must always appeal to, is a 

person's self-interest. It's your only hold. We are so constituted. I was brought up in that 

catechism when I was very young, Sir, as you are aware" (Dickens 307). This is 

obviously an attack on Bentham's hedonistic principle when married to individualism. 

He is a classical liberal that believes in the individual, and the idea of maximising 

happiness for an individual, could be easily construed as legitimisation for selfishness. 
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Notwithstanding, that the other half of this formula, is pleasure for the maximum 

number of individuals. 

Bounderby
Mr Josiah Bounderby is introduced early in Chapter IV and is characterised as a trope-

worthy satirical caricature of a member of the bourgeoisie. He is described as balding, 

loud, large, middle-aged man with an enlarged head (Dickens 18). What is more 

interesting is the description of his personality. He is what Dickens calls a "Bully of 

humility" (Dickens 18), which means that he constantly brags about his progress from 

claims of the poverty and misery of his early life, claiming to have been raised in an 

egg-box, a vagabond (Dickens 20, 22) to his current situation as a "banker, merchant, 

manufacturer, and what not" (Dickens 18). The most central theme of his boasting is the

concept of the self-made man. This fits squarely within bourgeois ideology, and it is 

heavily emphasised by this character's constant self-reference. This is, of course as 

revealed later in the novel, not true. This fiction serves to buttress his false 

consciousness concerning class struggle by reducing it to a mere individual 

circumstance subject to free will. The idea of free will is also prevalent in liberal 

ideology. This false consciousness also serves to mystify the exploitative relation he has

to the proletariat, as if he ever belonged to that class, or that he pretends to understand 

their collective interests. Further, he rejects his biological mother and crafts fictions 

concerning her and his grandmother and his early childhood. He claims that it is his 

sheer determination that has lifted him from poverty, with nothing to thank his care-

givers. He has others believe that his mother was negligent, and his grandmother was 

abusive and tyrannical (Dickens 20).

Bounderby confirms Gradgrind's anxiety about his children's motivation for 

their curiosity in the horse show as "idle imagination" (Dickens 22). He goes so far to 
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call it a "cursed bad thing" (Dickens 23), and puts the blame on Sissy Jupe's very 

presence in Gradgrind's school. He claims that she has a detrimental influence on the 

Gradgrind siblings and orders him to expel her (Dickens 23).  This is part of the 

narrator's characterisation of Utilitarianism as a philosophy that suppresses traits like 

imagination and wonderment. Furthermore, when he eventually catches up with Sissy, 

he expresses contempt toward her and her father concerning the nine-oils, bragging 

about how much physical abuse he endured as a child belittling the injuries sustained by

Sissy's father (Dickens 31), and proceeds to scoff at their dog's name, Merrylegs, and 

the very mention of nine-oils (Dickens 32). Here he is not only behaving in an arrogant, 

mean-spirited, and unpleasant fashion. He is continuing to buttress his claim of humble 

beginnings, and his ideological insistence of utilitarian principals for his rise in station, 

and his rejection of fancy and sentimentality. He legitimises his conviction of 

superiority with this fiction.

He considers his time more valuable than Mr. Childer's or Mr. Kidderminster's 

and by implication the rest of Sleary's horse troupe as well (Dickens 35). He continues 

to ridicule the circus's jargon (Dickens 36-37) with an unmistakable patrician disdain, 

and chastising them for idleness, and he calls Jupe senior a "runaway rogue", further 

showing his contempt for these circus people. However, he simultaneously claims to 

have humble origins and boasts that he has no "family pride", since he, to the annoyance

of the others present, behaves in an insufferable manner, bearing his disgust of the 

proletariat on his sleeve and at the same time claiming an origin within the same class. 

This equates again with his claim of being self-made and his fiction serves to mystify 

the advantages bestowed upon him, having in reality been brought up by a loving petite-

bourgeois mother. Furthermore, instead of consoling Sissy for the loss of her father he 

roughly commands her to accept this fact. The choice of words, "Let the girl understand 

the fact", (Dickens 42) is no mere coincidence, since it echoes the novel's repetition to 
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the utilitarian fetishisation of factual information stripped from any ethical or 

sentimental consideration.

Bounderby and Class
He employs a house-keeper who seems to have once been from a moneyed 

situation but is now a penniless widow. He inflates her class origin claiming her to be 

from the aristocracy, by calling her a Lady, and making references to her family and 

their connections. Whether or not she is fact from that class is somewhat ambiguous. He

proceeds to flatter her with comments like "you were born in the lap of luxury", 

"Devilish high society", and "tip-top fashion" (Dickens 51), to which Sparsit with false 

humility concedes. Her falseness is slightly different from Bounderby's, since she does 

not loudly boast of humble origins, but gently allows her employer to boast for her. This

may seem as vain conceit on the part of Bounderby, but according to Eagleton, a 

previously revolutionary class, such as the bourgeoisie, can adopt certain traits of the 

former dominant class, such as the aristocracy, once it comes into power. Indeed, the 

British bourgeoisie has acquired a certain aristocratic flair of their own (Eagleton 44). In

Bounderby's case his false consciousness is furthered by this direct if fictional 

connection to the aristocracy in the form of Mrs. Sparsit, albeit he loudly denies 

"connexions" (Dickens 52) when scolding Sissy for not greeting Sparsit who 

justifyingly takes her for a domestic servant. This self-contradictory claim to social 

status is manifest as part of false consciousness. Bounderby claims to be unconnected so

that his rags-to-riches fiction seems true, whilst at the same time he needs Sparsit's 

fiction of being a well-connected aristocrat to be true, to enhance his prestige, and 

perhaps even exhibit an image of dominance of how a low-born is now a self-made 

bourgeois, and can now have the audacity to keep an aristocrat as one of his sellers of 

labour. This is also contradictory since the very fact that Sparsit must sell her labour to a
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bourgeois, rendering her as proletarian in actuality, regardless of whatever social status 

she may have been born in. These contradictions are seemingly resolvable via the virtue

of false consciousness upholding this, and to mystify the true material relations between

these characters.

Bounderby and the Proletariat
In chapter XI "No Way Out" in the first part of the novel, Stephen Blackpool seeks 

Josiah Bounderby's advice on how to legally divorce his wife. On page 76 the brass 

decorations of the entrance to Bounderby's home are a metaphor for his brazenness. 

This brazenness is partly based on his false consciousness as it shall be demonstrated. 

Bounderby initially commends Stephen for being one of the more reasonable ones. 

"You don't expect to be set up in a coach and six, and to be fed turtle soup and venison, 

with a gold spoon, as a good many of 'em do!" (Dickens 77). This quote has several 

prejudices and falsities that are not at all uncommon in the bourgeois ideology of the 

time. To begin, with a coach and six is a horse carriage drawn by six horses, and turtle 

soup was an expensive delicacy. The narrator also states that this is the attitude 

Bounderby has, whenever any worker has any grievances whatsoever. The "'em" that 

Bounderby refers to is his workers. He assumes as a utilitarian that everyone seeks to 

maximise his or her own pleasure. To avoid any moral qualms of doing nothing to 

mitigate the suffering of the poor, which not coincidentally is a direct result of 

exploiting their labour, and expropriating the surplus value they create to ever 

increasing profits, utilitarianism serves as perfect justification to allow this and a 

mystification to the actual ability for a growing population to increase its food 

production meeting the demand.

Next, he asks if the advice that Stephen enquires of is fit to be presented in front 

of a "born lady, a high lady [...] at the top of the tree" (Dickens 77) furthering the 
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dubious idea of her being an aristocrat. The advice he wants is whether there is such a 

law that would allow him to divorce his current wife, who brings nothing but misery to 

him, since he has read about how upper class people do indeed get divorced, and marry 

his old beloved friend Rachael. Bounderby refutes him albeit admitting that there is 

such a law, but it must be as a suit passed by Doctors' Commons, a court of Law, the 

House of Lords, and an Act of Parliament. To gain access to all these institutions would 

cost him a small fortune, and way beyond Stephens's grasp. Stephen asks if there is any 

other way to which Bounderby replies "Certainly not" (Dickens 81). This reads like a 

contemptuous assertion of Bounderby's attitude towards the proletariat and a 

triumphalism of an unjust legal system in which justice can only be served to the 

moneyed classes, and excludes workers. This is certainly heartless and immoral, but this

is again justified in the false consciousness Bounderby shares with Gradgrind.

Stephen complains with his usual "'tis a muddle" (Dickens 81), to which 

Bounderby threatens him that criticising the "the institutions of your country" will get 

him into trouble, again reinforcing the status quo, and justifying the current state of 

things. Finally, he sends Stephen on his way, empty-handed, claiming to know what 

manual labour is like from his youth, and threatening that he "sees traces of turtle soup, 

and venison, and a gold spoon" (Dickens 82) in Stephen asking him for legal advice, 

implying that he suspects that he actually wants more than, what Bounderby believes, is 

his share.

On the way out from Bounderby's home, Stephen meets Mrs Peggler. She is later

revealed to be Mr Bounderby's actual mother, and here she is portrayed as a plainly 

dressed elderly woman from the countryside (Dickens 83), who is generally humble and

pleasant. She reveals that she saves up every year to make the journey to Coketown on 

foot to catch a glimpse of Bounderby from afar (Dickens 85), whom she is very proud 

of, pleased and impressed with. This is far from the negligent mother that Bounderby 
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claims to have abandoned him as a child, leaving him to fend for himself and giving 

credence to the fiction that his success was solely based on utilitarian principles.

Bounderby's Contradictions
In chapter XVI Husband and Wife, Bounderby convinces Sparsit to move out of his 

home and into the apartments at the Bank. He reiterates his flattery, "not only a lady 

born and bred, but a devilish sensible woman " (Dickens 113, 114), not only to maintain

the illusion, but also to lessen the impact of his request. She can just barely hide her fury

and contempt towards him, but she concedes nevertheless. He then proceeds to woo 

Louisa by showering her with gifts and thus embarking on a new fantasy of a successful

life: One not about having an aristocrat as housekeeper but one of a married man. At his 

wedding he paradoxically claims to not be making a speech when he in fact holds a 

wedding speech, not missing an opportunity to brag about how rational he is by calling 

a pump a pump, and how he as a street urchin would only wash his face at a said pump, 

just in case anyone would forget that he is supposedly a self-made man as well (Dickens

116). Furthermore, if there were any doubts left he claims to be independent, and how 

he is worthy of Louisa although he claims to be a "conventional hack" (Dickens 117). 

What can be made of all this paradoxical boasting? Well for one he claims to be of 

humble and miserable origin, and that he himself is devoid of sentiment or even 

personal advantages and any privilege he has, is the result of his vulgar utilitarian 

ideology. Since these contradictions are self-refuting, his ideology has no explanatory 

power and thus serves to mystify his own social class relations.

In chapter I of Book 2, Sparsit lets Bitzer know that Bounderby, despite 

depending on his patronage, recognises her status as an aristocrat (Dickens 127). This 

mystifies the truth of the matter that he employs her as a worker, a domestic servant in 

this case, and is part of the falsity in the role-play between them, to outwardly create the
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image of successful capitalist having an aristocrat living with him, to further bolster his 

status. Some doubt is cast upon this claim when she meets Harthouse and telling him 

that she is a Powler, being a name that he does not seem to recognise (Dickens 131). 

This further puts her earlier social status in doubt, and this is connected to Bounderby 

and his ideology serving as false consciousness enveloping them in self delusion.

Bounderby meets Harthouse in Chapter II, Book 2, and after fist claiming to be 

"a plain man" (Dickens 137), he claims that the smoke that constantly plagues 

Coketown is "the healthiest thing in the world [...] particularly for the lungs" (Dickens 

137). He also conveys erroneous opinions to Harthouse concerning the workers he 

employs at his mills. He claims that their work is "the lightest [...] and it's the best-paid"

(Dickens 137), and the only possible improvement of their work conditions, would to 

have oriental carpets in the factories, which he is quick to say that he has no intention of

providing. He does not miss the chance of repeating his mantra concerning class 

relations with his belief that they all seek "to be fed on turtle soup with a gold spoon" 

(Dickens 137). He repeats his claim of coming from poverty calling himself "dirty riff-

raff, and a genuine scrap of tag, rag, and bobtail" (Dickens. 138) and "from the depth of 

the gutter I have lifted myself out" (Dickens 138). What he is saying with this is that he 

thinks that the grievances his workers have concerning wages and working conditions 

are simply the result of greed, weakness of character and haughtiness, which in itself is 

ironic since these are the very traits he actually bears. He directly and indirectly 

buttresses these claims by claiming to know first hand the mentality of the proletariat 

claiming to have risen from them. This repetition is akin to a litany to dispel any danger 

of realising the truth about the condition of his labourers, and his ideology operating as 

false consciousness hiding the misery he keeps his workers in.

Later on, his falsities extend to his relationship to Louisa, saying that she had 

seen something in him or otherwise not married him (Dickens 139). His false 
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interpretation of social reality seems to carry over to what should be a romantic 

relationship, that in actually proves utterly loveless. Nevertheless, this would fulfil a 

social expectation that a man of his age and wealth ought to be married. Furthermore, 

this would unite the families of two wealthy friends.

More on Bounderby's Fictional Childhood
He then reiterates his characterisation of his childhood as something that others would 

call disadvantages, but to him are advantages (Dickens 140), as if to remind all hearing 

him that he had the right attributes. These utilitarian virtues are endowed to him 

precisely because of the meagre conditions that he constantly claims were present early 

in his life. Later that evening he cannot but resist the compulsion of retelling of: 

the flavour of the ha'p'orth of stewed eels he had purchased in the streets at 

eight years old; and also of the inferior water, specially used for laying the 

dust, which he washed down that repast [...] with the calculation that he 

(Bounderby) had eaten in his youth at least three horses under the guise of 

polonies and saveloys. (Dickens 141)

In this one sees again Bounderby's reiteration of his childhood narrative, but at this 

moment in relation to the meal he, his wife, and Harthouse are currently eating. He also 

does not miss the opportunity to relay his utilitarian bent of calculation conflated with 

the poverty of the eating of a taboo animal. This would be avoided by all that could 

afford to, but in his recollection he consumed three whole horses hidden in the form of 

sausages.

Bounderby is Mystified by the Realities of the Proletariat
In Chapter V: Men and Masters, Bitzer summons Stephen Blackpool to Bounderby, 

after he is shunned by his fellow workers from the mill for refusing to join their union. 

Bounderby interrogates him about what the Aggregate Union Tribunal have in mind. 

Bounderby refers to the organisers as the "mischievous strangers" (Dickens 160) whom 
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he had warned Stephen about in their previous encounter, claiming him to be under their

will, and refusing to confess about their dealings. He does not accept that Stephen, not 

being a member, is not privy to any of Slackbridge's imagined plans of "mutiny" he 

suspects them of. Bounderby even begins to get even more furious at him when he in 

fact agrees with him, that Slackbridge is leading the workers astray. He insists to know 

why his membership was rejected by the union, to which Stephen reveals that he simply

refused to join based on a promise, that he is unwilling to divulge. Bounderby responds 

that "there are a set of rascals and rebels whom transportation is too good for!" (Dickens

161). Transportation in this case refers to the deportation of criminals outside of the 

country to places like Australia. He implies what he explicitly said earlier. That is that 

they "ought to be hanged where they are found" (Dickens 160). Stephen defends his 

former companions as "Not rebels, nor yet rascals" (Dickens 161), knowing them 

intimately since he has lived with them, and worked with them, as well as being one of 

them.

Bounderby retorts by pointing out that they have marginalised him, and 

therefore it is implied that he has no loyalty to them, and thus is free to inform him on 

what he imagines are their dealings, expressed as "what do you people, in a general way

complain of?" (Dickens 163). To this Stephen gives an explanation to his "muddle". 

Look round town – so rich as 'tis – and see the numbers 'o people as has been 

broughten into bein heer, fur to weave, an' to card, an' to piece out a livin' [...] 

Look how we live, an' wheer we live, an' what sameness; and look how the 

mills is awlus a goin [...] Look how you considers of us, and writes of us, and 

talks of us, and goes up wi' yor deputations to the Secretaries o' State 'bout us, 

and how yo are awlus right, and how we are awlus wrong, and never had'n no 

reason in us sin we were born. (Dickens 163) 

He also adds that this state of affair is growing in severity.

Stephen appeals to Bounderby to simply recognise the conditions of labour and 

housing, how meagre they are and how monotonous labour at the mills is and how 
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homogeneous the housing is. He also mentions the patrician disdain the bourgeoisie 

hold towards the proletariat, discrediting them, refusing to believe them, denying that 

they can even think rationally, and ultimately using the legal apparatus to suppress 

them. He presents the reality of the conditions that the proletariat are living under. 

Bounderby remains utterly mystified. Bounderby asks him how this would be solved, to

which Stephen has no answer. Bounderby would prefer to deport "half-a-dozen 

Slackbridges" (Dickens 163) to penal colonies to make an example of them. Bounderby 

is furiously bellowing at Stephen at this point. He is willing to use oppression to quell 

the labour militancy, without understanding that this would only serve to provoke them. 

Stephen says that he may kill as many labour leaders that he wishes, but it will not stop 

them since the "muddle" remains. This will not solve these problems, and this will only 

further increase the organising of workers until these problems are resolved. Another 

way of seeing it is the inherent contradiction between the bourgeoisie and the 

proletariat, as what the "muddle" actually is. This contradiction is not resolvable under 

the capitalist mode of production and it follows that someone like Bounderby must 

vilify leaders and organisers of labour to mystify the inevitability of this contradiction. 

This is to prevent capitalists like him to realise the true causes of labour militancy and 

must instead create a fantasy of chronically unsatisfied and ungrateful "blackguards" 

(Dickens 163) and undisciplined and unprincipled paupers that have but themselves to 

blame for their own poverty since they lack the utilitarian mindset for each of them to 

climb the social ladder. He cannot allow himself to come to the realisation that he is 

complicit in their misery and squalor and must invent ludicrous metaphors like the turtle

soup and the gold spoon, which ironically are in fact his own class privileges.

After hearing Stephen's explanations, Bounderby predictably takes no heed of 

any of it, but decides that he is alike the rest of his “hands” as he imagines them, seeing 

in him the longing for "the gold spoon", him being "one of those chaps that have always
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got a grievance", and that he is so "waspish, raspish, ill-conditioned" (Dickens 165) that 

the Union would not accept him, although Stephen had made it clear that it was him that

refused to join. In fact he is the only one of his “hands” that opposes regulations on the 

mills (Dickens 154). At this point Bounderby fires him, and as Stephen points out, de 

facto blacklists him in Coketown in the process. Bounderby is predictably heedless, and 

heartless about this matter, and consistently mystified. All these ideas, 

misrepresentations, and outright fabrications concerning the proletariat, their wages, 

their conditions, and their movement to organise are quite unfitting for someone 

professing intimate knowledge of this class from personal experience, even when 

confronting the honest testimony from one of its members. It is as if they are some 

inscrutable type of creature altogether, and him not willing to even entertain nor 

recognise the sincere witness of one of its members.

More of Bounderby's False Humility
In Chapter VII: Gunpowder of Book II, there is a passage that gives further details of 

Bounderby's country estate. One of his habits, described here, are the things he would 

say to visitors. Amongst those are remarks concerning a piece of artwork, where he 

would reassure them that he would never spend the seven hundred pounds that the 

former owner spent on it, and that the only pictures he grew up with were stolen prints 

of "a man shaving himself in a boot, on the blacking bottles that I was overjoyed to use 

in cleaning boots with, and that I sold when they were empty for a farthing a-piece, and 

glad to get it!" (Dickens 181-182). The passage also mentions what kind of 

conversations Bounderby has with Harthouse, claiming that because of his childhood 

spent "living on garbage, and sleeping in market baskets" (Dickens 182) he only needs 

one horse, explaining why he doesn't keep horses in the estates stalls, since he feels a 

sort of pity for them, because of his supposedly rough childhood. His claimed attitude 
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towards the estate, is fashioned to put him in contrast with its former owner Mr. Nickits,

making Bounderby seem more humble and down to earth. This is more of him claiming 

to have been a poverty stricken child, rising from the lumpen-proletariat through 

entrepreneurship, implying that he was a shoe-shiner, that would sell off the pictures 

from the products he used, further implying prudence and frugality. These may not 

necessarily be part of vulgar utilitarianism but defiantly reflects bourgeois ideology at 

large.

Bounderby Is Mystified by the Actions of a Member of his Own Class
Later, Bounderby and company find themselves at the Bank after it has been robbed. 

Bounderby constructs an elaborate hypothesis about thieves somehow acquiring a false 

key to the Bank, with stealth making their way past a sleeping Bitzer, forcing Tom's 

safe, and then had the courtesy to double-lock the front door after them leaving the 

Bank absconding with its contents (Dickens 197), rather than arriving at the fairly 

obvious fact that Tom broke in the safe himself, to pay off his gambling debts. This 

further exemplifies how Bounderby not only is blinded by mystification, inventing false

narratives about himself, but is prone to invent falsities concerning others so it does not 

contradict with his social beliefs. In this case, it would be so utterly inconceivable for 

him, that Tom could be the thief since he had such a good and thorough utilitarian 

upbringing, that it does not even occur to him that he should be a suspect.

Indeed, after thinking about it for a moment he begins to suspect Stephen, whom

as can be seen in page 174-175, is persuaded by Tom to loiter outside the Bank for 

several nights, so that he could later be framed. Tom, has throughout the narrative been 

keenly observing Bounderby, and has likely figured out that he had absolutely no trust 

in any of his own “hands”. It would then be convenient to have one of them indicted so 

that he could perform the theft. "Show me a dissatisfied Hand, and I'll show you a man 
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that's fit for anything bad" (Dickens 198, 199). "But I am acquainted these chaps [...] I 

can read 'em off, like books" (Dickens 198). Not only does he have a false suspicion of 

the proletariat, he also claims to know them, and thus suspects them in his mind. He is 

speaking with Sparsit as he makes these claims, and thus does not miss the chance to 

again reiterate his other dubious claims concerning his housekeeper of being "on a level 

with the aristocracy" (Dickens 198). When referring to Harthouse about the last time he 

saw Stephen, he says that he "bolted" (Dickens 199) in the same way his mother left 

him as a child, again not missing the opportunity to reference to his fictitious childhood.

Bounderby recollects how Stephen had been seen loitering outside the Bank three nights

in a row, and thus being used as a decoy. He connects this behaviour with Mrs Peggler 

who had previously been seen to do the same as Stephen, and does not mention her by 

name since, he did not see her himself and no one in his circle knows her true identity. 

He comes to believe that she is an accessory to the robbery.

Sparsit reminisces of her "connections" as a Powler and a Scadger, 

contemplating that this should momentarily relive her from her household duties, until 

Bounderby orders her to do what she is employed to do (Dickens 200). This is a brief 

moment of reality, where the obfuscations of the mystifying effects of false 

consciousness can no longer hide the true social relations between these characters: of 

capitalist and worker. Later on, he and Sparsit indulge in their fantasy again, now that 

she is a weekly visitor at the estate. This causes him to ignore the fact that this 

behaviour is alienating Louisa and allowing Harthouse to manipulate her (Dickens 211).

In a conversation with her, he elaborates on the proverb of Rome not being built 

in one day, and in the typical Bounderbyan manner, he compares his childhood with that

of Romulus and Remus, in which instead of being nurtured by the milk of a "she-wolf" 

(Dickens 217), he was abused by another type of “she-wolf” in the guise of his 

grandmother. Here, he demonstrates again a great amount of arrogance barely disguised 
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as humility. This is an iteration of the inherent contradiction of how he would like to be 

seen and his actual character, on the one side wanting to be seen as humble but at the 

very same time expressing ridiculous amounts of arrogance and self aggrandizement. 

He is of course oblivious to this because of his false consciousness, investing him so 

entirely in his own fictions.

In the following scene Bounderby, Mrs Sparsit, and Mr Harthouse discuss the 

robbery. Bounderby believes that Tom is diligently working hard as a result of his 

utilitarian upbringing. He reiterates that this style of education was unavailable to him, 

and in contrast he was raised by the school of hard knocks from the streets and an 

abusive home environment (Dickens 218). The irony here is that Tom has the 

ideologically “correct” utilitarian upbringing, and instead of making him honest and 

industrious, it makes him amoral and a criminal. On the other hand, someone with a 

more proletarian upbringing such as Stephen is falsely accused.

Vulgar Utilitarianism's Negative Effects
Later, Sparsit has Bounderby confront Gradgrind, about what she believed had 

transpired between Louisa and Harthouse. They believe that they had begun an 

adulterous relationship, and as with many other things this amongst their many 

falsehoods, or as Bounderby after her story is shown to be false, refers to it as "Cock-

and-a-Bull" (Dickens 256). Louisa is at her father's as a refuge from Harthouse's 

advances. Louisa has confessed to her father how her upbringing and education left her 

emotionally crippled, and only agreeing to marry Bounderby since she had no emotional

nor moral compass to guide her to make any good decisions. Bounderby and Gradgrind 

get into an argument about Louisa's upbringing. Gradgrind has begun to regret her 

education, and Bounderby characteristically twists this to fit into to his childhood 

narrative: "Education! I'll tell you what education is – To be tumbled out of doors, neck 
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and crop, and put upon the shortest allowance of everything except blows" (Dickens 

258). It not so much of a case that he is against a utilitarian education, but rather that he 

is implying that being educated in that vein may have made Louisa less than desirable to

him, rather than having come from that school of hard knocks as he claims. Further, he 

claims to know Coketown in its entirety, the factories, the buildings, the pollution and 

not the least the workers, wherein he reiterates his tirade of the imagined greed, 

ingratitude and insatiability of the proletariat, invoking the venison and turtle soup, the 

gold spoon, and the coach and six (Dickens 259). This is to compare them and their 

traits to Louisa implying that therein lies the root of their "incompatibility". Next, he 

claims that "born ladies - belonging to families" worship the ground he walks on, 

asserting that Louisa is not part of that aristocracy, claiming at the same time that he 

does not care about class (Dickens 260). He compares unfavourably a daughter of an 

industrialist to the toiling working masses, asserting her relative lower status, whilst at 

the same time claiming that such things do not matter to him. Here can be found the 

complete contradiction of his view of class and how his ideology serves not only to 

mystify the true nature of capitalist class society, but also mystifies his own classism 

which is at the basis of his insult to Louisa. Whether or not this may be part of a 

vulgarised utilitarianism, it definitely is part of that time's bourgeois ideology.

Bounderby Versus Reality
In chapter V of the third book, when Sparsit abducts Peggler under the suspicion that 

she is an accessory to the Bank robbery, the truth of Bounderby's childhood is finally 

exposed. Gradgrind believes Bounderby's story that he had achieved success solely by 

utilitarian virtues, in spite of being abandoned by his mother and raised by an abusive 

and alcoholic grandmother. He is disabused of these falsehoods by Bounderby's real 

mother. She never deserted Bounderby as a child, did not let him grow up in the streets, 
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nor have him raised by a sadistic grandmother. The truth of the matter is that his 

grandmother died when he was young and his parents loved him and they did all they 

could to give him an advantageous start in life. In fact, she raised him alone after his 

father died when Bounderby was eight. They were hard working and frugal, so that they

could invest in Bounderby's education. Furthermore, it is revealed that after his 

education he became an apprentice for a master that treated him well so that he could 

make good progress in business. Further proof of Bounderby's true class origins is 

revealed when Peggler in passing mentions that she runs a "little village shop" (Dickens 

279). These aspects, and furthermost his parents position in the capitalist mode of 

production, puts him as a child squarely in the petite bourgeoisie, belying the pretence 

of coming from the lowest reaches of the lumpen proletariat, and especially that of his 

upward mobility being solely due to self reliance, thus doubling his falsehood, for the 

sake of falsely fulfilling the ideals of his vulgarised bourgeois interpretation of 

utilitarianism, in the eyes of his peers. Bounderby standing in front of Peggler, Sparsit, 

Gradgrind and an assorted collection of Coketown citizens, says this: "I'm not bound to 

deliver a lecture of my family affairs, I have not undertaken to do it, and I'm not a-going

to do it" (Dickens 280). After all his lies, boasting, and his constant misrepresentation, 

one would in fact expect an explanation from him, but he in his characteristic fashion 

refuses to do this, since he seems unable to deal with the truth when it comes at odds 

with his ideology and false consciousness. When reality comes at odds with his 

ideology, then his false consciousness trumps actual truth.

In Chapter VII Book Three, Stephen is exonerated of any suspicion of the 

robbery, and Bounderby as demonstrated above, is incapable to accept social realities, 

such as workers not being as grabbing, amoral, and greedy as he suspected. "Mr 

Bounderby, quite confounded, stood stock-still in the street" (Dickens 295). He is 

literally at a loss for words, crippled by a cognitive dissonance, that he is unable to 

25



resolve. This is certainly brought about his false consciousness, preventing him to fully 

accept the fact that, Stephen is innocent, and that he himself was completely wrong 

about Stephen. He was after all, convinced of Stephen's guilt based on his membership 

in the working class, and that it should make him prone to greed. Moreover, he believes 

himself to be endowed with enough understanding of social class based on his vulgar 

utilitarianism, that there ought not have been any doubt of why he believed that Stephen

ought to be guilty.

Bounderby's Ultimate Fate
In Chapter IX of Book Three, Bounderby fires Sparsit. "[T]o discharge this highly 

connected female [...] would be the utmost possible amount of crowning glory out of the

connexion" (Dickens 131). This again reveals the true material relations between the 

two. The smoke screen of mystification is for a moment removed, revealing the actual 

relation of employer and employee and ultimately of bourgeois and proletarian.

In the final chapter Sparsit comes into the service of Lady Scadgers who will 

treat her poorly. Ultimatly, Bounderby  "was to die in a fit in the Coketown street" 

(Dickens 316), five years in the future. Thus ends the exploits of Josiah Bounderby of 

Coketown, a character so entwined with the necessity of false consciousness to justify 

his beliefs that it mystifies the reality of his social and material relations with the 

proletariat, the aristocracy and even envelops his dealings with his own bourgeois class 

in falsehoods. His life history is patently false and so is his world-view. In short, he is 

the very personification of false-consciousness.

Conclusion
Josiah Bounderby of Coketown, uses a vulgar version of utilitarianism to construct an 

ideology that functions as a false consciousness. This is an example of a hegemonic 
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bourgeois ideology of the mid 19th century. Of course this was not the only ideology at 

the time, just one of the most prevalent. There is also a connection between 

utilitarianism and classical liberalism, that espouses laissez faire capitalism, 

individualism, and private ownership. These are also core components of bourgeois 

ideology. It is rather that vulgar utilitarianism serves to justify these political positions.

It is clearly demonstrated that Bounderby is mystified by the material relations 

of the capitalist mode of production, how labour produces value, and has a negative 

effect on the living conditions of the working class. Instead, he claims that his workers 

have light and leisurely labour, and he believes that they expect to be fed turtle soup 

with a gold spoon. He is also mystified by the alienating properties of wage labour. He 

believes instead that they are all ungrateful, greedy, and selfish. He is unable to see the 

solidarity they have with each other even when Stephen tells him about it. He props up a

penniless widow as member of the high aristocracy to create an illusion of connections 

with that class, and in this case mystification operates to conceal the true class relations 

between them as worker and capitalist.

As of commodity fetishism, it is expressed rather indirectly as wealth in itself. 

Wealth in the form of money is a form of commodity with its universal exchange value, 

but all value derives from labour, and money lacking use value, is the most fetishistic 

form of commodity, since it directly endows its owner with social status whilst at the 

same time mystifies its social origin. Money is a measure of wealth and wealth is a 

measure of success.

He refers to a counterfeit version of his childhood to mystify his peers and 

anyone else within an earshot, to create the illusion that he arose from the deepest 

depths of the lumpen proletariat, by his own sheer will, and through utilitarian values. 

The truth is that he had a privileged upbringing and his upward social mobility is not as 
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drastic as he claims, nor is it by being self made. In short Bounderby is the very 

incarnation of false consciousness.
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