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ABSTRACT 

This article deals with the close relation between literature and the social realities where 

the literary work was produced. The study aims at finding the relation between Oliver 

Twist and the social realities of the English society in the first half of the nineteenth 

century. The primary source of data was the novel itself, and the secondary source data 

includes documents related to the topic. The main findings of the study are as follows: 

(1) the industrialization strengthened the domination the middle class to the lower class 

and this condition was close to exploitation; (2) the New Poor Law of 1834 and the 

Factory Act of 1833 could not prevent the children from exploitation; (3) the types of 

exploitation were physical, psychological, economic, political, and situational 

exploitation. The study concluded that the novel represented Dickens’ criticism against 

the child exploitation that occurred in the English society at the first half of the 

nineteenth century. 

 

KEY WORDS: child, exploitation, Marxian, Oliver Twist, Poor Law of 1834, Factory 
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INTRODUCTION 

A writer or an author is going to express their idea into literary work. According 

to Engels in sociology of literature by Laurenson and Swingewood (1972), he stated 

that literature as reflection of social processes. It means that literature as written 

language product is related to society that gives colours in the literary work. Literary 

work is not only written to amuse and entertain, but also to persuade or dogma and 

criticize. Wellek and Warren (1948: 20) stated that poetry is for pleasure, instruction, 

propaganda, and pure sound and image. Literary works convey several information and 

knowledge such as settings (place or time), characters (name of person), history, and 



social view. According to Laurenson and Swingewood literature is as source of 

information and as documentation, it is like fossil and artefact. 

Most scholars of literature have taken in studying the relation of individual 

authors to the circumstances of the social and cultural era in which they live and write. 

It can be summarized that in studying literature there are two approaches; literary work 

as pure author product, then, it is called as psychological approach, and the second one 

literary work is product of society not only individual of author (sociological approach).  

This study is emphasized on the children. According to the convention on the 

Rights of the Child, there are several general rights for the children. They are non-

discrimination, best interests of the child, right to life, survival and development, and 

respect for the views of the child. Then, according to UNICEF, it is separated into three 

aspects; participation rights, protection rights, and survival and development rights. 

This research studies protest against child exploitation: a sociological study on 

Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist. The reasons are the first one, according to Wolff (1981), 

art (literary work) is social product and it shows author’s experience, history, and 

reality; the second one, Oliver Twist is a realistic novel, the third one is Oliver Twist 

was written in Victorian Era and at that time there is child exploitation in several sectors 

which reflects in story, and the last one is the essence of social tragedy in Oliver Twist 

also still happens in Indonesia. The aims of this study are (1) to elaborate the social 

background of the English society at the first half of the nineteenth century, (2) to find 

the relation between the novel and the social realities of the English society underlying 

the writing of the novel, and (3) to reveal the reasons why Dickens give particular 

attention to child exploitation. 

Oliver Twist is famous story about reality and factual, orphanage, children, 

crime, and child labor. There are many scholars and researchers interested in studying 

and researching on it. The researcher finds several previous studies concerning with 

Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist. The first is Josef L Altholz (2001) entitle Oliver Twist's 

Workhouse. He wrote about social criticism in England, especially in the workhouse. 

The second is Sari Holt Hodges (2010) entitle "Please, Sir, I Want Some More": Clive 

Donner's Marxist Adaptation of Oliver Twist. It is about social criticism and class 

struggle in Marxist view. The third one is Karen Elizabeth Tatum (2005) with the title 

“Something Covered with an Old Blanket”: Nancy and Other Dead Mothers in Oliver 



Twist. She wrote about domestic violence and it still happen until now. The fourth is 

Susan Meyer (2005), Anti-Semitism and Social Critique in Dickens's Oliver Twist, she 

wrote about anti-Semitism and social criticism. And the last one is Brian Deutschendorf 

(2005) entitle Dickens’s Oliver Twist. He wrote about Oliver's relationship with the city 

of London in Charles Dickens's novel Oliver Twist. 

Referring previous studies above, it is clear that this study with the title protest 

against child exploitation: a sociological study on Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist is 

quite different to previous studies and this study is original one. This research 

concentrates on child exploitation. According to the problems statement and the aims of 

this study, it can be concluded that the research which is concerned on studying child 

exploitation elaborates the social background of the English society at the first half of 

the nineteenth century and finds the relation between the novel and the social realities of 

the English society underlying the writing of the novel. This study is about reality, 

sociology, and child exploitation. 

 

MARXIAN EXPLOITATION 

There are two notions of Marx’s Exploitation. They are exploited and exploiter 

person. Exploited person is a person who are exploited receive low wage. According to 

Elster (1999: 80), “a person is exploited, in Marx's sense, if he performs more labour 

than is necessary to produce the goods that he consumes.” These persons receive wage 

less that average product they produce. If they work in the fruit farm, they cannot enjoy 

the fruits of their own labours or products. In other hand, the landowner will get more 

than the workers. The exploited is related to proletariat and the lower class. The second 

one is an exploiter. Simply, an exploiter is a person who exploits the others to their 

benefits. According to Elster (1999: 80), “a person is an exploiter if he works fewer 

hours than are needed to sustain his consumption.” The exploiters have power to 

command and set goods, workers, and wages. These persons are the upper class and the 

landowner. 

According to Elster (1999: 83), there are three degrees of exploitation; they are 

physical, economic, and situational exploitation. Physical exploitation is exploitation 

type where physical or part of body is exploited. Economic exploitation is kind of 

oppression or exploitation which somebody is forced to receive wage less than the value 



of the product. It happens because they are just the worker, not the owner. Marx said 

that exploitation happens when “the wage is below the average product of labor” 

(Elster, 1999: 84). The last one is situational exploitation. The situation and condition 

force someone to be in exploitation. In other hand, according to Elster (1999: 84), 

“exploitation arises because workers are forced to sell their labor power and the 

neoclassical view that it occurs because firms exercise economic power.” A person who 

decides to sell their labor power will have less leisure and it is changed by the money. 

 

RESEARCH METHOD 

The primary data source is Oliver Twist novel by Charles Dickens written in 

1838. The secondary data sources are taken from several sources that are related to the 

study of the primary data. The researcher collects from the both data sources. The 

method which is used in collecting data is library research.  

 

FINDING AND DISCUSSION 

Social Background of the English Society at the First Half of the Nineteenth 

Century 

The portrayal of the English Society at the First Half of the Nineteenth Century 

is the background of Dickens wrote Oliver Twist. There are several aspects that are 

depicted in the novel; they are social, economic, political, science and technology 

development, cultural, religious, and education. The most influence thing is the 

industrialization or the industrial revolution. 

There are social class in England; they are the upper, the middle, and the lower 

class. This social class creates different condition in economic sector. There are two 

economic powers; the agriculture and the industrial. At the first, England emphasized 

on agriculture, but it changed become industry because of science, knowledge, and 

technology developments. The industrialization affected urbanization, huge population 

in city (more than half of population is children without parents or orphans), 

unemployment, and crimes in England. 

Political aspect is depicted in the product of law. There are the Reform Bill of 

1832, the Factory Acts of 1833, the New Poor Law of 1834, the Municipal Reform Act 



1835, and the Reform of Prison. The New Poor Law affected the erecting of the 

workhouse and child exploitation in the workhouse. 

There were several inventions and innovation that were created by Victorian 

scientific and technical achievements. The most important science and technology 

development is depicted in the industrialization. There were several factories that used 

machine; steam machine. It also happened in the new invention of locomotive and 

building of railway. It changed the way of people in travelling and transportation, thus 

they was urbanization from the village to the town. 

England has high culture and tradition. Value system became the most important 

that the Queen Victorian took interest. Victorian value system can be described as a set 

of values that supported sexual repression, low tolerance of crime, and a strong social 

ethic. During Victorian Era rules of social and norms were applied and kept well. The 

prison system is the evidence of cultural aspect. 

England history cannot be far away from the history of religion in England itself. 

At first, English religion thought referred to Catholic of Rome. Then, it was separated 

became new form, Anglican Church. In the next history, there will be Puritanism, 

Evangelical, and Oxford movement or Tractarianism. Because of the New Poor Law of 

1834, the workhouse was managed by the Church authority. 

Education had vital role in England History. Education can develop middle and 

lower class’ thought and their creativity. They created modern invention through 

science, such as steam machine. According to Trevelyan (1961: 518-519), there were 

three types of secondary schools; they were the Public School, the Private Academies, 

and Grammar School. In other side, the children who worked did or could not study 

well in the school regularly. 

These social backgrounds become the materials for Dickens in writing Oliver 

Twist. The most influence thing is the industrialization or the industrial revolution and 

child exploitation. Dickens used it to show to the society and the government that there 

were serious problems that must be found the overcome. 

 

English Society Reflected in Oliver Twist  

There are several characters in the story. It can be classified into children and 

adult. The children are such Oliver, the Artful Dodger or Jack Dawkins, Charley Bates, 



Toby Crackit, Dick, and Ned. They are the oppressed characters. This study is focused 

on the children. As the main character of the story, Oliver is known as an orphan, poor, 

stupid, weak, and oppressed.  He has no mother or father, although in the last of the 

story he found his family, and in the end it has to be known the character of Oliver if 

depicted in the real life. 

Social class in England is so interesting to discuss. There are the upper, the 

middle, and the lower class. The upper class is represented in the word “oakum” in the 

story.  In chapter 2, on Oliver’s ninth birthday, Mr. Bumble takes the boy back to the 

workhouse to learn picking oakum, pulling old rope to pieces. ‘So you’ll begin to pick 

oakum to-morrow morning at six o’clock,’ added the surly one in the white waistcoat 

(Chapter II). According to Mitchell (2009: 93), “Old people were set to picking oakum, 

which involved teasing apart matted ropes so the hemp could be used by the Navy for 

caulking ships.” It means that oakum was picked out for the Navy and it is related to the 

royal Navy of United Kingdom. The middle class is represented by Mr. Sowerberry, 

Mrs. Maylie, and Mr. Brownlow. Then, the word “the magistrate” and “the police” are 

also used for representing the middle class. The lower class is represented by Oliver and 

the Fagin’s gang. The author does not write the social class (the upper, the middle, and 

the lower class) in detail or vulgar. He used these terms in his novel. 

The New Poor Law of 1834 was the background of erecting the workhouse. 

According to Altholz (2001: 1), factual information, such as the newspaper, the 1834 

Report of Royal Commission on the Poor Law, and the first Report of the Poor Law 

Commissioners influenced Dickens in composing Oliver Twist in the early of the story. 

It is factual and common thing that erecting of workhouse was caused by the new Poor 

Law. The workhouse is set for social place where people who need help live there, 

especially child age. According to Howe (1982: 1), workhouse is “a place where poor 

people could live and eat in return for work.” The workhouse is depicted in the story, 

but the reality was different with the goal to erect the workhouse. The children in the 

workhouse are forced to pick oakum, clean the floor, and eat a little food thus Oliver 

says ‘Please, sir, I want some more.’ (Chapter II). 

The Factory Act is also depicted in the story. According to Trevelyan (1961: 

543), in 1833, through the Factory Act of 1833 the Whig Government set and fixed 

legal limits of the working hours of children and youngsters respectively, prohibited 



employment of children under nine except in silk mills, and its provisions were 

enforced by the appointment of factory inspectors, with power of entry into the 

factories. This is the evidence that child exploitation was happen at that time. . 

According to Trevelyan (1961: 542), this Factory Act of 1833 focused on abolishing 

Negro slavery and stopping the abuse of children labour in the textile factories. It is 

obvious that children at that time worked in factories and they got bad treatment; there 

were abuses to the children. Thus, it was the truth that at the time children were the 

victims of brutality. The number of children that were worked in the factories was so 

great. In fact, children worked from twelve to fifteen hours a day. 

In the early of industrialization, the development of industrialization was very 

fast, it gave several effects, such as development of factories in the town then it was 

followed by urbanization. In the story, science and technology development are 

represented by urbanization, factory, fourteen water-mills, six steam-engines, and a 

galvanic battery. These developments are not friendly for children. According to 

Mitchell (2009: 41), the birth rate was high and several people died before middle age in 

the early years of the industrial revolution and more than fifty percent the population 

were children and many had no parents. 

The early of nineteenth century was industrialization era. At that time, they were 

a large amount villagers go from village to town to look for job, it was urbanization. 

The main goal of them is to work in factory in town and earn money to protect their life. 

According to Mitchell (2009: 41), “children in pre-industrial societies had always 

worked.” This circumstance indicates that there were children working in pre-

industrialization. This means that children worked in agriculture. According to 

Trevelyan (1961: 322), before industrialization, children worked with their parents in 

cottages, factories. Women and children worked in spinning segment. This 

circumstance means that England tradition allowed children work, but in this case they 

worked with their parents and their work was to assist their parents. 

There are several symbols in the novel, for example the workhouse and the 

magistrate. The workhouse is as religious symbol of the church authority and 

implementation of the poor law in England at that time. The workhouse also has 

meaning that there were several orphans, paupers, jobless at that time, and also child 

exploitation. The workhouse was under the church authority and there is child 



exploitation there in the novel. There, the children are forced to clean the floor, pick 

oakum, and eat a little food so they are hungry and thin. The other religious symbol is 

the word “the Jew”, in the story it refers to the Fagin. Fagin is the character who 

exploits Oliver and his pupils to pickpocket. Then magistrate, the police, and the prison 

are also symbol of the law, regulation, and value system. In the story, Oliver is arrested 

by the police and brought to the magistrate. Although Oliver is child, he is processed by 

the police and the magistrate. 

 

Child Exploitation 

According to Elster (1999), there are two notions of Marxian Exploitation; they 

are the exploited and the exploiters. The first, after studying in the chapter VI, the 

exploited are Oliver Twist, the Artful Dodger or Jack Dawkins, Charley Bates, Dick, 

and Ned. They all are still children.  

The second notion is the exploiter. In the story, the exploiters are Mrs. Mann, 

Mr. Bumble and the board member of the workhouse, Mrs. Sowerberry, Noah Claypole, 

Charlotte, the Jew Fagin, Monks or Edward Leeford, Bill Sikes, and Toby Crackit. To 

make simple, it can be classified into three parts; the workhouse officer, the employer or 

domestic (parent), and the society. 

The research result is different with Elster (1999), there are three types of 

Marxian Exploitation; they are physical exploitation, economic exploitation, and 

situational exploitation. The researcher analyzes the type of exploitation in the story and 

the result is found five types of exploitation. There are two new types which are not able 

to be classified in the three types of Marxian Exploitation. Thus, there are new 

definition and types of exploitation. Thereby, this found completes Elster theory of 

Marxian Exploitation become five types. They are physical exploitation, psychological 

exploitation, economic exploitation, political exploitation, and situational exploitation. 

The new types are psychological exploitation and political exploitation. 

 
Well! You have come here to be educated, and taught a 

useful trade,’ said the red-faced gentleman in the high chair. 
‘So you’ll begin to pick oakum to-morrow morning at six 

o’clock,’ added the surly one in the white waistcoat.  
… a large ward; where, on a rough, hard bed, he sobbed 

himself to sleep. (Chapter II) 
 



According to the passage, it is able to be found information that Oliver is asked 

to pick oakum. The main point of this exploitation type is the word pick. According to 

Cambridge Advance Learner’s Dictionary, the meaning of the word pick is to take some 

things and leave others; to choose. If someone does take something, he or she must use 

their part of body and it is hand. Thus, it is clear that Oliver is asked physically. 

Oliver and other children are asked to work for picking oakum and they begin 

work at six o’clock. They work well, but they do not get fairly. They do not get wage. 

In other side, unfortunately, they sleep in a rough and hard bed. This condition is very 

inconvenient and unfair. They work well with high surveillance and target, but they do 

not get fairly. Thus, this condition is able to be concluded that there is exploitation and 

it is classified as physical exploitation. 

 
‘Yer know, Work’us,’ continued Noah, emboldened by 

Oliver’s silence, and speaking in a jeering tone of affected pity: 
of all tones the most annoying: ‘Yer know, Work’us, it can’t be 
helped now; and of course yer couldn’t help it then; and I am 
very sorry for it; and I’m sure we all are, and pity yer  very much. 
But yer must know, Work’us, yer mother was a regular right-
down bad ‘un.’ (Chapter VI) 

 

According to Juettner (2009: 23), psychological or emotional exploitation means 

“failing to meet a child’s emotional needs or causing a child to experience 

psychological damage without having ever been injured physically.” On the passage 

above, Oliver is exploited verbally by Noah Claypole. He says “But yer must know, 

Work’us, yer mother was a regular right-down bad ‘un.” It causes him mad and angry, 

although Noah Claypole without action or exploitation physically.  

It is able to be classified as psychological exploitation. Oliver is exploited with 

bad words by Noah Claypole. It does not hurt physically, but mentally, emotionally, and 

psychological exploitation. It gives bad experience and psychological damage for 

Oliver. 

Someone is said being exploited psychologically when he or she gets pressure 

from other that cause psychology or emotional hurt. It may be seen outside well, but the 

psychology is sick. The pressure may be physically or verbally. According Juettner 

(2009: 23), some person is able to be exploited psychologically without physical 

damage. It means that psychology injury can be caused by all types of exploitation. 



Thus, everything that in the end causes trauma, shock, pain, and suffering is able to be 

categorized as psychological exploitation. 

 
‘Good boys, good boys!’ said the Jew. ‘What have you 

got, Dodger?’ 
‘A couple of pocket-books,’ replied that young gentlman. 
‘Lined?’ inquired the Jew, with eagerness. 
‘Pretty well,’ replied the Dodger, producing two 

pocketbooks; one green, and the other red. 
… 
‘And what have you got, my dear?’ said Fagin to Charley 

Bates. 
‘Wipes,’ replied Master Bates; at the same time 

producing four pocket-handkerchiefs. 
‘Well,’ said the Jew, inspecting them closely; ‘they’re 

very good ones, very. You haven’t marked them well, though, 
Charley; so the marks shall be picked out with a needle, and 
we’ll teach Oliver how to do it. Shall us, Oliver, eh? Ha! ha! ha!’ 
(Chapter IX) 

 
 

According to the passage in chapter IX, it can be known that the Artful Dodger 

and Charley Bates meet the Jew, Fagin, after having action in picking pocket. The 

Artful Dodger brings two pocketbooks and Charley Bates brings four pocket-

handkerchiefs. All the things which they have got must be given to Fagin. 

There is exploitation in the passage above. He exploits his pupils, the Artful 

Dodger and Charley Bates, by asking them to pick pocket then giving the things to him. 

They are not given the wage, although in other hand they get food and place to sleep. 

Thus, it can be classified as economic exploitation. 

 
Well! You have come here to be educated, and taught a 

useful trade,’ said the red-faced gentleman in the high chair. 
‘So you’ll begin to pick oakum to-morrow morning at six 

o’clock,’ added the surly one in the white waistcoat.  
… a large ward; where, on a rough, hard bed, he sobbed 

himself to sleep. (Chapter II) 
 
 

The passage above takes place in the workhouse. Oliver is forced to pick oakum 

from six o’clock. Oliver is an orphan and nine years old. He is still child. He does not 

get the wage or money. They give him less food. This condition is reflected in the 

sentence ‘Please, sir, I want some more.’ in chapter II. Then, he is also placed at a large 



ward with a rough and hard bed for sleeping. This condition is able to be classified as 

exploitation. The exploitation type is political exploitation. 

In fact, the workhouse is erected based on the poor law, specifically the poor law 

in 1834. According to Philip and Hahn (1925: 213), the cause of building workhouse 

was the changing of the poor law in 1834. It is clear that workhouse is related to 

paupers, starvation, and jobless. The background that caused the poor law was changed 

famine; the hunger and unhappiness in England. The agricultural wage was too low to 

farmers, so they paid their labourers starvation wages and left the community to make 

up difference by charity. The paupers were very suffering and in starvation condition. 

They worked hardly, but were paid in low wage that cannot give them food and welfare 

well. Thus, paupers had to live in the workhouse on barely enough to keep them alive. 

Then, according to Howe (1982: 1), workhouse is “a place where poor people could live 

and eat in return for work.”  

Thus, the condition of Oliver that happened in the workhouse can be classified 

as political exploitation. Simply, the poor law goal is to support poor people to work 

hard to support themselves, it includes children. The new poor law makes sure that the 

poor were housed in workhouses, clothed and fed. Children who entered the workhouse 

must be taught schooled. 

They are exploited because the product of politic, the poor law. Oliver is forced 

to work but he is suffered, hungry, and in bad condition. In other hand, the board 

members of the workhouse live happily. This condition is reflected in the chapter II 

with the sentence “But the number of workhouse inmates got thin as well as the 

paupers; and the board were in ecstasies.” 

In other side, Oliver is not exploited politically by the poor law, but also by the 

factory act of 1833. In 1833, through the Factory Act of 1833 the Whig Government, 

according to Trevelyan (1961: 543), set and fixed legal limits of the working hours of 

children and young persons respectively, prohibited employment of children under nine 

except in silk mills, and its provisions were enforced by the appointment of factory 

inspectors, with power of entry into the factories. 

Though, Oliver is nine years old and the law is not prohibited to work, but he is 

still child and too young to work. The children must be given time to school and not 

work. In addition, Oliver is forced work in the workhouse; the place that must save the 



children and give food, cloth, and education well. But, in fact, it does not realize. So, in 

this case and scope, there is political exploitation to Oliver by the poor law and the 

factory act. In other word, it can be said as child labour. 

Someone is said being exploited politically when he or she is exploited because 

the effect of the laws or regulations which is produced by the government and the 

parliament. It means that the regulation makes or lets exploitation occur in society 

directly or indirectly. The children or not adult persons are permitted work by the law. 

For example, it happened in the industrial era where the children who the age was more 

than nine years old were permitted to work. Then, the children under nine years old 

were prohibited work. 

 
I wish some well-fed philosopher, whose meat and drink 

turn to gall within him; whose blood is ice, whose heart is iron; 
could have seen Oliver Twist clutching at the dainty viands 
that the dog had neglected. I wish he could have witnessed the 
horrible avidity with which Oliver tore the bits asunder with all 
the ferocity of famine. There is only one thing I should like 
better; and that would be to see the Philosopher making the same 
sort of meal himself, with the same relish.  

… 
‘Then come with me,’ said Mrs. Sowerberry: taking up a 

dim and dirty lamp, and leading the way upstairs; ‘your bed’s 
under the counter. You don’t mind sleeping among the coffins, I 
suppose? But it doesn’t much matter whether you do or don’t, for 
you can’t sleep anywhere else. Come; don’t keep me here all 
night!’ (Chapter IV) 

 

The passage above shows that Oliver Twist is exploited by situation, because he 

has no choice. Oliver is served food that the dog had neglected by Mrs. Sowerberry. He 

eats it greedily because he is hungry. It is so horrible; the food that should give to the 

dog but it refuses it gives to Oliver. After that, he is laid among the coffins. This is also 

terrible. Of course Oliver is afraid there. He is among the coffins. Oliver follows Mrs. 

Sowerberry command because he has no power to refuse it and there is no choice. 

Oliver is exploited by Mrs. Sowerberry. He is exploited for eating junk food that 

the dog does not want. And the next, Oliver is placed among the coffins. It can be 

classified that the type of exploitation is situational exploitation. Oliver has no power 



and choice to refuse it. It also happen when Oliver under Fagin and Bill Sikes. He also 

has no power and choice to run away from them. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Based on the analysis and the evidences, the story depicts child exploitation. 

There are five types of exploitation which is found; they are physical, psychological, 

economic, political, and situational exploitation. Dickens wanted to criticize about child 

exploitation that happens in the society. The aims of this criticism are to raise the 

consciousness of society about these circumstances and give input to the government 

and the church authority, with the result to stop and overcome the child exploitation 
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