
Background to ‘A Christmas Carol’

Written in 1843, the start of the Victorian Age, the novella is set in London in the mid nineteenth century.

It’s a story of change. Dickens is saying that if someone like Ebenezer Scrooge can change, then anyone can.

Society at the time was divided-the very wealthy were seen as greedy, selfish and corrupt. Dickens explores the right & wrong way to use money. As Marley explains to Scrooge: ‘Business! Mankind was my business!’

Dickens is critical of the negative effects of the Industrial Revolution on the poor, especially the children. Having suffered himself as a child-his father was put into debtor’s prison when Charles was 12, forcing him to leave school to work in a ‘blacking’ (shoe polish) factory-Dickens empathises with the plight of the poor, partially through bitter personal experience.

The Poor Laws of 1833 were deliberately harsh, to deter anyone from seeking help unless totally desperate. Claimants had to work inside the Poorhouses, often with their families, in terrible conditions. Scrooge, when asked at the start to contribute to a charity collection for the poor, cynically asks: ‘Are there no poorhouses?” and says if people were die it wo[image: image1.jpg]


uld be useful to ‘decrease the surplus population.’ He later deeply regrets his words.

The severe economic depression of the 1840s made the situation worse. However, it has been suggested that the Cratchit family-who seem to represent the virtuous, good, poor people-are actually modelled on Dickens’ own family when he was a child. The Cratchits’ home could easily have been based on Dickens’  childhoodhome in Camden; their 6 children could be himself and his siblings, with Tiny Tim being based on Dickens’ own sickly, youngest brother known as Tiny Fred. He was, therefore, painfully aware of the effects of extreme poverty on health-again, especially affecting children.

It is clear that in his life, Dickens was passionate about helping the poor. He gave speeches about improving the life chances of the ‘ignorant’ poor by improving education like the ‘Ragged Schools’ that were developing at that time.

He felt that a story, especially set at Christmas, would do more to raise awareness of the terrible situation of many of the capital’s children. 

Moreover, set at Christmas, he also tapped into a growing interest in traditional ideas of Christmas, as well as developing traditions, like Christmas trees and Christmas cards. Christmas, traditionally a time for good will, captures ideas of moral responsibility, active Christianity and charity. This idea is further emphasised by the structure of the novel being divided into ‘staves’ rather than chapters.

Gothic Literature was popular at the time. Victorians were fascinated by death and its trappings. Dickens apparently read much himself when a young man, which might account for the strong supernatural elements in the text. The ghosts are also an important plot device to allow for Scrooge’s redemption. and don’t detract from the Christian feel:

‘God bless us, everyone’
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