A Christmas Carol, by Charles Dickens 
Exploring the Context of the Novel

Poverty
1. Explain the purpose of a ‘blacking factory’ 
2. Explain what sort of work a young Charles Dickens would have undertaken at one of those factories
3. Provide one reason why Dickens might have been particularly interested in social reform
4. Explain the difference between the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ poor
5. Explain the primary aim of the (new) Poor Law 
6. Write down the century and decade in which the (new) Poor Law was introduced
7. Provide two reasons why poor people feared being sent to the workhouse
8. Read the passage below and write down three adjectives to describe the conditions in workhouses
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London
9. Write down the century and decade in which A Christmas Carol was published
10. Read the passage below and provide two reasons why the population of London rapidly expanded in the nineteenth century
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Christmas 
11. Provide a definition of the word ‘charity’
12. Explain what the term ‘social conscience’ means

Ghosts
13. Name two of the ghosts that appear in A Christmas Carol
14. Provide a definition of the word ‘counsel’
15. Explain what the phrase ‘embodiment of generosity’ means
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Conditions inside the workhouse were deliberately harsh, so that only those who desperately needed help
would ask for it. Families were split up and housed in different parts of the workhouse. The poor were made
to wear a uniform and the diet was monotonous. There were also strict rules and regulations to follow.
Inmates, male and female, young and old were made to work hard, often doing unpleasant jobs such as
picking oakum or breaking stones. Children could also find themselves hired out to work in factories or mines.

Shortly after the new Poor Law was introduced, a number of scandals hit the headlines. The most famous was
Andover Workhouse, where it was reported that half-starved inmates were found eating the rotting flesh
from bones. In response to these scandals the government introduced stricter rules for those who ran the
workhouses and they also set up a system of regular inspections. However, inmates were still at the mercy of
unscrupulous masters and matrons who treated the poor with contempt and abused the rules.

Although most people did not have to go to the workhouse, it was always threatening if a worker became
unemployed, sick or old. Increasingly, workhouses contained only orphans, the old, the sick and the insane.
Not surprisingly the new Poor Law was very unpopular. It seemed to punish people who were poor through
no fault of their own.
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Between 1800 and 1850 the population of England doubled. At the same time, farming was giving way to factory labour: in 1801, 70 per
cent of the population lived in the country; by the middle of the century only 50 per cent did. Cities swelled as people flocked from the
countryside to find work. This was exacerbated by migration (especially from Ireland during the Famine years in the middle of the century).

As aresult, cities only big enough to contain 18th century populations were under pressure to house their new residents.

Previously, the rich and poor had lived in the same districts: the rich in the main streets; the poor in the service streets behind. Now, the
prosperous moved out of town centres to the new suburbs, while much of the housing for the poor was demolished for commercial
spaces, or to make way for the railway stations and lines that appeared from the 1840s. Property owners received compensation; renters

did not: it was always cheaper to pay off the owners of a few tenements than the houses of many middle-class owners. Thus the homes of

the poor were always the first to be destroyed.
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What's interesting about his version of
Christmas is that it's not particularly Christian. It's about the family, helping
the poor, a moment where you might pause and reflect on your life." It's
about Ebenezer Scrooge realising, through the counsel of ghosts, that he
must embrace his family, look after his good-natured clerk, and become the
embodiment of generosity.




