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The School and the Graveyard:
The Education of Sympathy
in Nicholas Nickleby and The Old Curiosity Shop (1)

Fumie Tamar
Keywords: education, sympathy, victimized children

Abstract

It is well known that Charles Dickens took a trip to Yorkshire in
February 1838 with his illustrator Hablot K. Browne in order to investigate
the conditions of the notorious boarding schools there. After the success of
his first two novels, young Dickens had an ambition to embark on
something new and gain a deep insight into society by dealing with the
then topical issue of education. This paper examines Nicholas Nickleby and
The Old Curiosity Shop and argues that his experience of depicting schools
made Dickens aware of the limitations of school education and become
more conscious of the role of the author as a teacher who could cultivate
the moral education of sympathy.

The first half of this paper focuses on Nicholas Nickleby and reconsiders
the episode of Dotheboys Hall. In the novel, Dickens views the school as a
microcosm of society dominated by violence and indicates the limitations of
formal education which has been incorporated into a larger system of
exploitative capitalism. Through the depiction of a victimized child, Smike,
Dickens offers an alternative education of sympathy and tries to bring
about what George Orwell calls the “change of heart,” which could

ultimately lead to the “change of institution.”
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