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Abstract: This article provides a comprehensive analysis of the representation 

of childhood in relation to social inequality in nineteenth-century English literature. 

The profound social transformations caused by the Industrial Revolution, rapid 

urbanization, and rigid class stratification significantly affected the lives of children, 

turning childhood into one of the most vulnerable social categories of the period. 

Drawing on selected works by Charles Dickens, Charlotte Bronte, Elizabeth Gaskell, 

and Thomas Hardy, the study examines literary portrayals of orphan hood, child 

labor, poverty, limited access to education, and social injustice. The article argues 

that childhood functions not only as a literary image but also as a powerful means of 

social criticism aimed at exposing the moral and economic failures of Victorian 

society. 
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Аннотация: В статье представлен расширенный анализ образа детства 

в контексте социального неравенства в английской литературе XIX века. 

Социальные преобразования, вызванные индустриальной революцией, 

урбанизацией и жёстким классовым расслоением, существенно повлияли на 

положение детей в обществе, сделав детство одной из наиболее уязвимых 

социальных категорий. На материале произведений Чарльза Диккенса, 

Шарлотты Бронте, Элизабет Гаскелл и Томаса Харди рассматриваются 

проблемы сиротства, детского труда, бедности, ограниченного доступа к 

образованию и социальной несправедливости. Делается вывод о том, что 

образ детства выполняет важную социально-критическую функцию, 

раскрывая нравственные и экономические проблемы викторианской эпохи. 

Ключевые слова: детство, социальное неравенство, классовое расслоение, 

английская литература XIX века, индустриальная революция. 

 

Annotatsiya: Ushbu maqolada XIX asr ingliz adabiyotida bolalik obrazining 

ijtimoiy tengsizlik masalalari bilan bog‘liq holda badiiy talqin qilinishi keng 

qamrovda tahlil qilinadi. Sanoat inqilobi, urbanizatsiya va jamiyatdagi qat’iy sinfiy 
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tabaqalanish bolalar hayotiga kuchli ta’sir ko‘rsatib, bolalikni eng himoyasiz 

ijtimoiy qatlamlardan biriga aylantirdi. Charles Dickens, Charlotte Brontë, Elizabeth 

Gaskell va Thomas Hardy asarlari asosida yetimlik, bolalar mehnati, qashshoqlik, 

ta’limdan cheklanish hamda ijtimoiy adolatsizlik muammolari yoritiladi. Maqolada 

bolalik obrazi viktorian jamiyatdagi axloqiy va iqtisodiy muammolarni fosh etuvchi 

muhim ijtimoiy-tanqidiy vosita sifatida talqin qilinadi. 

Kalit so‘zlar: bolalik, ijtimoiy tengsizlik, sinfiy tafovut, XIX asr ingliz adabiyoti, 

sanoat inqilobi. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

Nineteenth-century English literature is deeply intertwined with the profound 

social, economic, and cultural transformations of the Victorian era. The Industrial 

Revolution radically altered traditional patterns of life, leading to rapid urbanization, 

the expansion of factory labor, and the consolidation of rigid class hierarchies. While 

industrial progress brought material growth, it simultaneously intensified poverty, 

social inequality, and human exploitation, particularly affecting the most vulnerable 

members of society children. As historians note, children in nineteenth-century 

England were frequently subjected to harsh working conditions, inadequate living 

environments, and limited access to education, making childhood a critical social 

problem of the age1. 

Within this historical context, childhood emerged as a powerful literary symbol 

that allowed writers to address social injustice in an emotionally compelling and 

morally persuasive manner. Victorian authors increasingly portrayed children not 

merely as passive figures but as central characters whose suffering exposed the 

ethical failures of industrial society. Literary depictions of childhood combined 

innocence with endurance, vulnerability with moral insight, transforming the child 

into a mirror of social conscience2. This tendency reflects a broader shift in social 

awareness, as childhood began to be perceived as a distinct and protected stage of 

human development rather than simply a preparatory phase for adulthood. 

English novelists of the nineteenth century used childhood narratives to critique 

institutional systems such as workhouses, charity schools, and industrial labor 

practices. By focusing on the lived experiences of child characters, writers were able 

to humanize abstract social problems and reveal the personal consequences of 

poverty and class division. As Raymond Williams observes, literature of this period 

                                                           
1 Ariès, P. Centuries of Childhood: A Social History of Family Life. London: Jonathan Cape, 1962. 447 p. 
2 Cunningham, H. Children and Childhood in Western Society since 1500. London: Longman, 1995. 304 p. 
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functioned as a form of social documentation, capturing the tensions between 

economic progress and moral responsibility3. 

Against this background, the present article aims to examine how childhood is 

represented as a reflection of social inequality in nineteenth-century English literature. 

Through an analysis of selected works by Charles Dickens, Charlotte Brontë, 

Elizabeth Gaskell, and Thomas Hardy, the study explores how literary 

representations of children articulate themes of class oppression, economic hardship, 

and limited social mobility. The article argues that childhood serves not only as a 

narrative focus but also as a critical lens through which Victorian writers questioned 

the social structures and values of their time. 

Theoretical Background 

The concept of childhood has been widely explored in interdisciplinary research 

encompassing literary studies, social history, sociology, and cultural theory. A 

fundamental premise of modern childhood studies is that childhood is not a 

biologically fixed or universal category, but rather a historically and socially 

constructed phenomenon. Philippe Ariès’ seminal study demonstrates that 

perceptions of childhood have changed considerably across historical periods, and 

that the recognition of childhood as a distinct and socially meaningful stage of life 

became particularly prominent in Europe during the nineteenth century4. 

In Victorian England, the growing cultural awareness of childhood developed 

alongside the rapid expansion of industrial capitalism. Although childhood 

increasingly came to be idealized as a period of innocence, moral purity, and 

emotional sensitivity, social and economic realities often stood in sharp contrast to 

this ideal. A significant number of children were forced into factory labor, domestic 

service, and other forms of exploitative work due to poverty and the absence of 

effective social protection. Social historians emphasize that this contradiction 

between ideological idealization and lived experience became one of the defining 

characteristics of nineteenth-century childhood5. 

From a literary-theoretical perspective, Marxist criticism provides an important 

framework for analyzing representations of childhood in relation to social inequality. 

According to Marxist theorists, literature reflects material conditions and class 

relations within society. Within this framework, child characters often function as 

symbols of class exploitation and economic vulnerability. Their suffering exposes the 

                                                           
3 Williams, R. Culture and Society 1780–1950. London: Chatto & Windus, 1958. 336 p. 
4 Ariès, P. Centuries of Childhood: A Social History of Family Life. London: Jonathan Cape, 1962. 447 p. 
5 Cunningham, H. Children and Childhood in Western Society since 1500. London: Longman, 1995. 304 p. 
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moral and human costs of capitalist production, revealing how social systems 

reproduce inequality across generations6. 

Another influential approach is social realism, which emerged as a dominant 

mode in nineteenth-century English fiction. Social realist writers aimed to depict 

everyday life with a strong emphasis on social problems such as poverty, labor 

exploitation, and class inequality. Childhood occupies a central place within this 

tradition, as the experiences of children reveal social injustice in its most extreme and 

emotionally compelling form. Literary critics argue that realist representations of 

childhood serve both documentary and critical purposes, recording social realities 

while simultaneously challenging existing power structures7. 

In addition, cultural materialist theory, particularly as developed by Raymond 

Williams, stresses the dynamic interaction between literature, ideology, and social 

institutions. Williams maintains that literary texts not only reflect dominant cultural 

values but also participate in their formation and transformation. Applied to 

childhood studies, this approach highlights how literary representations of children 

contribute to broader debates concerning morality, social responsibility, and reform 

in Victorian society 8 . Taken together, these theoretical perspectives provide a 

comprehensive analytical framework for understanding childhood as a key literary 

category through which social inequality is represented and critically examined in 

nineteenth-century English literature. 

Analysis 

Childhood and Poverty in Charles Dickens’s Novels 

Charles Dickens’s fiction offers one of the most vivid and influential 

representations of childhood shaped by social inequality in nineteenth-century 

English literature. In Oliver Twist, the child protagonist is introduced as a symbol of 

institutional cruelty and social neglect. From the very beginning, Oliver’s birth in a 

workhouse exposes him to a system that treats poverty as a moral failing rather than a 

social condition. Dickens writes that Oliver was born into a world where he was 

destined to be “the victim of a systematic course of treachery and deception”9. This 

depiction highlights how social institutions contribute directly to the suffering of 

children from the lowest social classes. 

Similarly, in David Copperfield, Dickens explores childhood through an 

autobiographical lens, emphasizing emotional abuse, child labor, and educational 

deprivation. David’s experience of working in a bottle factory represents the 

                                                           
6 Eagleton, T. Marxism and Literary Criticism. London: Routledge, 1976. 204 p. 
7 Watt, I. The Rise of the Novel. London: Chatto & Windus, 1957. 319 p. 
8 Williams, R. Culture and Society 1780–1950. London: Chatto & Windus, 1958. 336 p. 
9 Dickens, C. Oliver Twist. London: Penguin Classics, 2003. 432 p. 
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degradation of childhood under economic necessity. The narrator recalls being 

reduced to “a little labouring hind” deprived of dignity and protection10. Through 

such portrayals, Dickens exposes the human cost of poverty and critiques a society 

that normalizes the exploitation of children. 

Social Exclusion and Childhood Trauma in Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre 

Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre presents childhood as a period deeply marked by 

social exclusion and psychological suffering. Jane’s early life at Gateshead Hall is 

characterized by emotional neglect and class-based discrimination. She is constantly 

reminded of her inferior social status, being described as “less than a servant” within 

her own family11. This experience demonstrates how social inequality is internalized 

by children and shapes their self-perception. 

At Lowood School, Brontë extends this critique to institutional authority. Poor 

living conditions, insufficient food, and harsh discipline reflect broader social 

attitudes toward impoverished children. Jane’s declaration that “I resisted all the 

way” becomes an early assertion of moral agency against oppressive structures. 

Brontë thus portrays childhood suffering not only as a product of social inequality but 

also as a foundation for ethical resistance. 

Working-Class Childhood in Elizabeth Gaskell’s Industrial Fiction 

Elizabeth Gaskell’s Mary Barton offers a realistic portrayal of working-class 

childhood within industrial Manchester. Children in the novel grow up amid 

economic instability, illness, and premature exposure to adult responsibilities. 

Gaskell emphasizes that poverty deprives children of security and hope, describing 

how young lives are “crushed under the weight of want”12. Childhood in Gaskell’s 

fiction is inseparable from the hardships of industrial labor and class conflict. 

Unlike Dickens, Gaskell often presents childhood suffering as a collective 

experience rather than focusing on individual protagonists. This approach 

underscores the systemic nature of social inequality and reveals how industrial 

capitalism affects entire communities, including their youngest members. 

Social Determinism and Childhood in Thomas Hardy’s Works 

Thomas Hardy’s representation of childhood is shaped by a deterministic 

worldview in which social origin largely determines individual destiny. In Tess of the 

d’Urbervilles, Tess’s early life is marked by poverty and limited opportunity, 

conditions that predetermine her tragic fate. Hardy suggests that individuals born into 

                                                           
10 Dickens, C. David Copperfield. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004. 882 p. 
11 Brontë, C. Jane Eyre. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008. 532 p. 
12 Gaskell, E. Mary Barton. London: Penguin Classics, 2006. 464 p. 
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lower social classes are constrained by forces beyond their control, noting that Tess is 

shaped by “circumstances rather than will”13. 

Hardy’s depiction of childhood emphasizes structural inequality rather than 

moral failure. Children inherit not only social status but also the consequences of 

economic injustice, reinforcing the idea that social mobility in Victorian society is 

severely restricted. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

The analysis of nineteenth-century English literary texts demonstrates that 

childhood consistently functions as a key indicator of social inequality. Across the 

works of Dickens, Brontë, Gaskell, and Hardy, child characters are positioned at the 

intersection of economic hardship, class oppression, and institutional neglect. One of 

the most significant results of this study is the identification of recurring thematic 

patterns, including poverty-driven child labor, restricted access to education, 

emotional and psychological trauma, and limited social mobility. These patterns 

reveal that childhood suffering is not presented as accidental or individual but as 

structurally produced by Victorian social systems. 

The results also show that literary representations of childhood differ according 

to genre and authorial perspective, while maintaining a shared social-critical 

orientation. Dickens foregrounds institutional cruelty and public responsibility, using 

emotionally charged narratives to provoke moral outrage and sympathy. Brontë, by 

contrast, emphasizes the internalization of social inequality, illustrating how class 

discrimination shapes a child’s psychological development and moral identity. 

Gaskell’s depiction of working-class childhood highlights the collective dimension of 

poverty, portraying children as part of economically oppressed communities rather 

than isolated victims. Hardy’s deterministic approach further expands this perspective 

by suggesting that social origin predetermines life trajectories, thereby questioning 

the possibility of genuine social mobility in Victorian society. 

In discussing these findings, it becomes evident that childhood operates as a 

narrative strategy through which writers translate abstract social problems into 

personal and emotionally resonant experiences. The vulnerability of child characters 

intensifies the ethical force of social critique, making inequality visible and morally 

urgent. This supports the view that nineteenth-century English literature functioned 

not only as artistic expression but also as a form of social commentary and implicit 

advocacy for reform. 

Furthermore, the discussion reveals that the literary construction of childhood 

contributed to broader cultural debates about responsibility, morality, and social 

                                                           
13 Hardy, T. Tess of the d’Urbervilles. London: Macmillan, 1998. 508 p. 
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justice. By exposing the consequences of poverty and exploitation on children, 

authors challenged dominant ideologies that justified inequality as natural or 

inevitable. In this sense, literary representations of childhood played a significant role 

in shaping public consciousness and fostering empathy toward marginalized social 

groups. 

Overall, the results confirm that childhood in nineteenth-century English 

literature is a multidimensional concept encompassing social, moral, and ideological 

meanings. The discussion underscores that representations of childhood serve as a 

critical lens through which social inequality is examined and contested. These 

findings reinforce the relevance of literary analysis for understanding historical 

attitudes toward childhood and highlight the enduring value of Victorian literature in 

contemporary discussions of social justice. 

CONCLUSION 

The present study has examined the representation of childhood and social 

inequality in nineteenth-century English literature, focusing on selected works by 

Charles Dickens, Charlotte Brontë, Elizabeth Gaskell, and Thomas Hardy. The 

analysis has demonstrated that childhood occupies a central position in Victorian 

literary discourse as a powerful means of revealing the structural injustices embedded 

within social, economic, and institutional frameworks. Far from being portrayed as a 

protected or idealized stage of life, childhood is depicted as a period marked by 

vulnerability, deprivation, and social exclusion. 

The findings of the study confirm that literary representations of childhood are 

closely linked to issues of class division and unequal power relations. Through 

depictions of poverty, child labor, limited access to education, and emotional trauma, 

nineteenth-century writers expose the mechanisms through which social inequality is 

reproduced across generations. Childhood suffering is thus shown to be not merely a 

personal tragedy but a social phenomenon rooted in systemic injustice. 

Moreover, the study highlights the diversity of authorial approaches to the theme 

of childhood. While Dickens emphasizes institutional responsibility and moral reform, 

Brontë foregrounds the psychological consequences of class-based discrimination. 

Gaskell presents childhood as a collective experience shaped by industrial capitalism, 

whereas Hardy underscores the deterministic nature of social origin and the 

limitations it imposes on individual agency. Despite these differences, all authors 

share a critical stance toward the social order of their time and use childhood as an 

effective lens for social critique. 

In conclusion, the research underscores the significance of nineteenth-century 

English literature as a valuable source for understanding historical attitudes toward 
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childhood and social inequality. The literary construction of childhood not only 

reflects Victorian social realities but also challenges them by appealing to readers’ 

moral consciousness and empathy. The study affirms that the theme of childhood 

remains relevant for contemporary literary and cultural studies, as it continues to 

offer important insights into the enduring problems of inequality, social responsibility, 

and human dignity. 
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