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“The Soft Time of Hard Times”

Professor Jan Baker Gordon
Kyoto Women’s University

I would hope really to deconstruct Dickens’ text, demonstrating that (in opposition to Hillis Miller and earlier,
Leavis), the static “world” of Coketown is only apparently different from the equally static “play” of the circus.
In fact, the two worlds are so structured that they closely mirror each other. I am really interested in the way in
which Harthouse deconstructs the apparent opposition between the two worlds as a kind of “empty agent” in their
symbolic equivalence. The drifter, part political agent, part decadent dandy, part seducer, of conflicted sexuality —
an empty, voyeuristic channel-as-loiterer—is of course reflected in later Dickens’ models, like Arthur Clennam
and Jaggers. A kind of counter to the young man from the provinces that defined the bildungsroman in search
for identity, occupation, or authenticity. These characters are all things to all people, totally devoid of ideology,
ambition, or belief—even in themselves. This lack of defintion gives them a kind of mobility, Bucket’s mobility.
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