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Charles Dickens remains one of the most celebrated figures in English literature, renowned for his vivid
characters, social commentary, and compelling storytelling. However, beyond his literary achievements,
Dickens also expressed strong opinions about various professions he encountered during his lifetime—most
notably, accountants. His views on accountants reflect his broader critique of the emerging industrial and
commercial classes of Victorian Britain, often portraying them as emblematic of greed, moral compromise,

and the dehumanizing effects of capitalism.

In this article, we explore Dickens's perspective on accountants, the context behind his sentiments, and
how his opinions fit into his larger social critique. We will also examine specific references in his works

and personal correspondence that shed light on his attitude toward the accounting profession.

Understanding Charles Dickens’s Context and Views on Society

The Victorian Age and the Rise of Commercialism

The 19th century was a period of rapid industrialization and economic transformation in Britain. With the
advent of factories, railways, and new financial institutions, the economy grew increasingly complex. As
commerce expanded, so did the importance of professions like accountants, who played a vital role in

managing business finances, auditing, and ensuring fiscal accountability.

However, Dickens was often critical of the societal changes accompanying this economic shift. He was
concerned that the moral fabric of society was fraying under the weight of greed, materialism, and social
inequality. His novels frequently depict characters whose moral downfall is linked to their pursuit of

wealth and self-interest.



Dickens’s Moral Philosophy and Social Critique

Dickens’s writings emphasize compassion, social justice, and the importance of moral integrity. His
characters often face consequences for their greed or dishonesty. Through his works, Dickens aimed to

highlight the corrupting influence of money and the injustices faced by the poor and vulnerable.

Given this moral stance, Dickens’s opinions on professions associated with finance and commerce—such as
accountants—are often critical. He was wary of the potential for these professions to be complicit in
unethical practices, especially when they served the interests of the wealthy at the expense of moral

integrity.

Charles Dickens’s Attitudes Toward Accountants

Historical References and Personal Opinions

While Dickens did not write extensively about accountants as a profession, his personal correspondence and
literary references reveal a certain skepticism. He viewed accountants as symbols of the commercial

mindset that prioritized profit over morality.

In his letters and essays, Dickens sometimes expressed disdain for the obsession with figures, balances, and
ledger entries—seeing them as detached from human values. He believed that the focus on numerical

accuracy could lead to moral blindness or a neglect of social responsibility.

Portrayals in Dickens’s Literary Works

Although Dickens's novels do not explicitly feature many accountants, certain characters and themes reflect

his attitude toward commercialism and financial professionals:

- Mr. Dombey (from Dombey and Son): A businessman obsessed with wealth, whose focus on profit leads to
personal and familial tragedy. While not an accountant, Dombey embodies the mercantile obsession Dickens
criticizes.

- Mr. Merdle (from Little Dorrit): A financial swindler whose fraudulent practices highlight Dickens’s
skepticism of the financial industry and those who manipulate trust for personal gain.

- The Character of the Moneylender or the Commercial Man: Dickens often depicted such figures as

morally questionable, emphasizing greed and selfishness.



‘While direct references to accountants are rare, Dickens’s portrayal of the commercial class and financial
practices broadly suggests a critical stance toward those professions that facilitate economic gain without

regard to social or moral consequences.

Critical Views on Commercial Ethics

Dickens was particularly wary of the ethics within the financial and accounting sectors that enabled
corruption and fraud. His critique extended to the unchecked capitalism of his era, which he believed

fostered inequality and moral decay.

He argued that professions like accounting could be exploited by unscrupulous individuals to perpetuate

dishonesty and concealment, thus undermining social trust and justice.

Why Did Dickens Think Little of Accountants? Analyzing His

Perspective

Accountants as Symbols of Moral Compromise

Dickens’s skepticism about accountants can be seen as part of his broader critique of the Victorian
commercial class. He perceived that the profession, while necessary, often became a tool for masking

unethical practices or facilitating greed.
He believed that:

- Accountants could be complicit in fraud: By turning a blind eye to malpractices or actively assisting in
financial deception.

- They prioritized numbers over morality: Focusing on balance sheets rather than social good or moral
considerations.

- They contributed to dehumanization: Treating financial data as detached from human consequences.

Reflection of Victorian Anxiety about Capitalism

During Dickens’s lifetime, the rise of capitalism brought about social tensions. Many viewed the increasing

influence of financial professionals with suspicion, fearing that they prioritized profit over social



responsibility.

Dickens’s negative view of accountants reflects these societal anxieties—viewing them as emblematic of an

era where moral values were sometimes sacrificed in the pursuit of wealth.

Personal Encounters and Literary Sources

While Dickens did not have a personal vendetta against accountants, his writings reveal a tendency to
generalize the financial profession as part of the larger critique of greed and corruption. His characters often
symbolize the dangers of unchecked capitalism, and accountants, by extension, are seen as facilitators of such

systems.

Impact of Dickens’s Views on Modern Perspectives of

Accountants

Historical Influence on Ethical Standards

Dickens’s critique contributed to the ongoing discourse on ethics in finance and accounting. His emphasis on

morality and social responsibility influenced later movements advocating for ethical accounting practices.

Modern Reflection and Lessons

Today, Dickens’s portrayal reminds professionals in accounting and finance of the importance of integrity
and social responsibility. His works serve as a cautionary tale about the dangers of prioritizing profit over

ethics and the need for transparency and moral accountability in financial professions.

Conclusion

Charles Dickens’s views on accountants, though not extensively documented, are emblematic of his broader

critique of Victorian capitalism and commercial morality. He saw the profession as part of a system that



often prioritized profit over humanity, leading to social injustice and moral compromise. Through his
novels and personal writings, Dickens highlighted the potential for greed and dishonesty within financial

practices, urging a moral reevaluation of the role of commerce and accounting in society.

His skepticism serves as an enduring reminder of the importance of ethics in the financial industry—values
that remain relevant today. Dickens’s critique underscores the necessity for professionals in all economic
sectors to uphold integrity and social responsibility, ensuring that commerce serves society rather than

corrupts it.
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Frequently Asked Questions

Why did Charles Dickens have a negative view of accountants?

Dickens believed that accountants prioritized profit over morality and integrity, often viewing them as

emblematic of greed and dishonesty in business practices.

Did Dickens criticize accountants in his literary works?

While he didn't explicitly target accountants, Dickens's novels frequently depict characters involved in

dishonest financial dealings, reflecting his skepticism of those who manipulate money for personal gain.

How did Dickens's attitude towards accountants reflect the broader
Victorian society?

His skepticism mirrored Victorian anxieties about capitalism, financial misconduct, and the moral decline

associated with greed and fiscal dishonesty.



Are there specific characters in Dickens's novels that represent his view
of accountants?

Yes, characters involved in shady financial schemes or dishonest bookkeeping often embody Dickens's

critical perspective on the profession.

Did Dickens believe accountants contributed positively to society?

No, Dickens generally viewed accountants as contributors to societal greed and corruption rather than

moral or social betterment.

Was Dickens's criticism of accountants unique for his time?

While Victorian society had concerns about financial misconduct, Dickens's personal disdain was

particularly pronounced, emphasizing the moral implications of financial dishonesty.

Did Dickens ever express his views on the importance of morality in

accounting?

He argued that true integrity and morality should underpin financial practices, criticizing those who lacked

these virtues.

How has Dickens's view of accountants influenced modern perceptions of

the profession?

His negative portrayal has contributed to a lasting association of accountants with greed and dishonesty in

popular culture, despite the profession's evolution.

Are there any modern interpretations of Dickens's attitude towards
accountants?

Modern scholars see Dickens's views as a reflection of broader Victorian concerns about morality in

commerce, and some argue his criticisms serve as a cautionary tale about ethical financial practices.
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Charles Dickens, widely regarded as one of the most influential writers of the Victorian era, is renowned
for his vivid storytelling, memorable characters, and incisive social commentary. His novels often explored
themes of poverty, injustice, and the struggles of the common man, reflecting the tumultuous social
landscape of 19th-century Britain. However, amidst his literary pursuits and social activism, Dickens
harbored a notably critical view of a particular profession: accounting and accountants. This stance, while
perhaps surprising given the era's burgeoning industrial and commercial expansion, reveals a complex

relationship between Dickens’s moral outlook and his perceptions of financial and professional integrity.

The Historical Context: Victorian Britain and the Rise of Professionalism

To understand Dickens’s attitude toward accountants, it is essential to contextualize his worldview within
the broader societal transformations of Victorian Britain. The 19th century was a period of rapid
industrialization, urbanization, and economic growth. The expansion of trade, the establishment of
corporations, and the formalization of professions contributed to a society increasingly governed by rules,

regulations, and specialized knowledge.

During this period, accountants gained prominence as critical figures in business, government, and finance.
Their role was to bring order and transparency to financial operations, which was increasingly vital in a
world of complex commercial transactions. Yet, alongside their rise, public perception was mixed—some
saw accountants as pillars of integrity, while others perceived them as emblematic of the cold, impersonal

mechanization of commerce.

Dickens’s Literary Perspective on Money and Morality

Before delving into Dickens’s specific views on accountants, it’s important to acknowledge his broader
attitude toward money, morality, and social responsibility. Dickens often depicted greed, corruption, and
dishonesty as societal ills. His novels—such as Oliver Twist, David Copperfield, and Bleak House—highlight

the moral dilemmas faced by individuals navigating a capitalist society.

Throughout his works, Dickens emphasized the importance of compassion, honesty, and moral uprightness.
He was deeply skeptical of the dehumanizing effects of greed and the pursuit of profit at the expense of
ethical considerations. These themes underpin much of his critique of social institutions and professions,

including those involved in managing wealth.

Dickens’s Critique of Accountants: Evidence from His Writings and Correspondence

‘While Dickens did not write extensively about accountants explicitly, his writings and personal
correspondence reveal a cautious and often critical stance toward the profession. Several factors contributed

to this perception:

- Portrayal of Financial Corruption and Deception: Dickens’s novels often depict characters involved in
financial schemes, fraud, or dishonesty. Although not always directly linked to accountants, these narratives

reflect his suspicion of the mechanisms of financial management and those entrusted with overseeing them.



- Skepticism of Professional Integrity: Dickens believed that some professionals, including those in finance,
could be motivated by self-interest rather than the public good. His portrayal of characters like Mr. Merdle

in Little Dorrit as a corrupt financier exemplifies this skepticism.

- Disillusionment with the Business World: Dickens’s personal experiences with the commercial
world—whether through his own work in a law office or his interactions with businessmen—may have

fostered a distrust of those who handled money without moral accountability.

Specific Instances and Themes Reflecting Dickens’s View

1. The Character of Mr. Merdle in Little Dorrit

Merdle is a wealthy financier whose reputation is built on confidence and speculation. His eventual
financial collapse exposes the fragility of financial systems and the potential for deception within the world
of high finance. Dickens uses Merdle’s downfall to critique the obsession with wealth and the lack of moral

oversight.

2. The Role of Money and Greed in Our Mutual Friend
Dickens explores the corrupting influence of money through characters involved in dishonest dealings.
The novel portrays the moral decay associated with greed, with accountants and moneylenders often

depicted as part of this corrupt milieu.

3. The Symbolism of the Law and Financial Accountability
Dickens was critical of legal and financial institutions that appeared to prioritize profit over justice. His
depiction of bureaucratic inefficiency and moral complacency suggests a distrust of systems that permit

dishonesty and exploitation.

Why Dickens Did Not Think Too Favorably of Accountants

Several reasons underpin Dickens’s reservations about accountants:

- Perception of Impersonality and Dehumanization
Dickens viewed the profession as emblematic of the mechanization of society—where human values are
replaced by cold calculations. Accountants, in his eyes, risked reducing moral responsibility to mere figures

and numbers, divorced from human empathy.

- Association with Financial Scandals and Fraud
The Victorian era saw numerous financial scandals, some involving accountants or financial officers who
manipulated figures for personal gain. Dickens’s works reflect a suspicion that such professionals could be

complicit or at least susceptible to corruption.

- Critique of Materialism and Commercial Morality
Dickens believed that an overemphasis on profit and material success corrupted moral values. Accountants,

as symbols of financial pragmatism, perhaps epitomized this materialistic ethos.



- Personal Encounters and Anecdotal Evidence
Dickens’s personal experiences with the commercial and legal worlds—sometimes marked by dishonesty or
exploitation—influenced his view that certain professionals, including accountants, lacked moral integrity

or accountability.
The Broader Moral and Social Implications

Dickens’s critique of accountants should be understood not as a wholesale condemnation of the profession
but as part of his broader moral philosophy. He was concerned with the potential for moral decay when
financial interests overshadow ethical considerations. His writings suggest that he believed professions
entrusted with managing wealth had a duty to uphold moral standards, and failure to do so could contribute

to social inequality and injustice.
Modern Perspectives and Relevance

Today, Dickens’s skeptical view of accountants might seem simplistic or outdated, given the profession’s
efforts to promote transparency, ethics, and accountability. However, his insights remain relevant in
contemporary discussions about corporate responsibility, financial regulation, and ethical standards in

accounting.
Conclusion

Charles Dickens’s profound literary legacy is intertwined with his moral critique of society’s institutions
and professions. His cautious and often critical stance toward accountants reflects his broader concern about
the moral implications of wealth, greed, and commercialism. While he recognized the importance of
financial expertise in a growing industrial society, he also warned against allowing monetary interests to
undermine ethical integrity and human compassion. Dickens’s legacy challenges modern professionals to
reflect on the moral responsibilities inherent in their roles, reminding us that the pursuit of profit must be

balanced with a commitment to social justice and moral accountability.
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