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Abstract

In Dickens's novel Bleak House, there is a very clear stand against Chancery of
the 1850s England. At that time, Chancery was a royal institution in British society.
Under Chancery’s jurisdiction, litigants suffered bankruptcy and exhaustion during its
complicated legal process of inheritance succession. This M.A. thesis focuses on the
Chancery subject in Bleak House. The theoretical base of thisthesisis French Marxist
Louis Althusser’'s theory of “ldeology and Ideologica State Apparatuses (Notes
towards an Investigation)” (1970). Based on Althusser’s theory, | will discuss the
essential nature of Chancery in Bleak House and Chancery’s dualistic control over its
litigantsin Dickens'srealistic literary world.

This thesis is divided into four chapters. The first chapter mainly introduces the
historical setting of Bleak House. | conclude in this chapter that Bleak House is a
strong denunciation of Chancery. To prove this, | will look at the origin of the
Chancery cases in the novel, trace back to Dickens's personal experiences and analyze
some newspaper reviews at Dickens'stime.

Chapter two begins with a general introduction of Chancery in English history.
Chancery has a historical span of about 500 years. Its jurisdictional operation deserves
our specia attention. Based on historical facts, Dickens's depiction of Chancery
reflects Chancery in the 1850s in a redlistic way. The novel contains various symbols
and these symbols represent the chaotic, misty state of Chancery. Besides, in the novel
Chancery control is destructive both to the dilapidated housing estates under the
charge of the Chancery court, and to those innocent characters who get entangled in
their Chancery cases. Referring to Althusser’s theories, I'll define Chancery as is
depicted in the novel as a powerful State apparatus. This fictional Chancery is not
simply an administrative institution, but represents political authority and operates for
the interest of the State. In the novel, privileged classes benefit a lot from Chancery

because they have made it a lucrative business in the profession.



Chapter three argues that the Chancery control over the suitors in Bleak House
has a distinct feature of duality from Althusser’s theoretical perspective. This duality
contains the Repressive State Apparatus (RSA) which functions mainly through
repression and the Ideological State Apparatus (1SA) which functions mainly through
ideology. Mr. Gridley and the Jarndyce family are obvious victims of the RSA
because they are forced to go to court and forced to be engaged in their lawsuits. They
are deprived of their freedom by laws, regulations and political violence. In contrast,
Richard Carstone and Miss Flite are victims of the ISA because they are mentaly
deluded by the alleged “justice” that Chancery promises. They are captured by
Chancery’s ideologies and they worship the doctrines of the law. All those ISA
victims painstakingly pursue their interests, but none of them ends well in the story.

In Chapter four, | will make a contrast between RSA and I1SA control. The RSA
traps one's physical body, but his heart and mind is free. Although Gridley fails in
defying against Chancery throughout his lifetime, he presents to us a courageous hero
appealing to the public to denounce the unjust Chancery system. In contrast to the
RSA, the ISA damages one's youth and imprisons one’s mind. Suitors willingly waste
all their time and energy on their cases and submit to the Chancery court. This chapter
exposes that while Bleak House has reconstructed the process of dualistic Chancery
control as discussed in the previous chapter, the novel also deconstructs this duality
by portraying characters like John Jarndyce and Esther Summerson who successfully
refuse Chancery’s interference. Mr. Jarndyce and Esther know that under Chancery’s
RSA oppression, an individual may be too insignificant to make any change to an
established socia system. But when encountering Chancery’s ISA ideologica
infiltration, they can make their own choices by resisting the court’s ISA distractions
and living their lives conscientiously through their own efforts and diligence.

The final part briefly concludes the previous chapters. Quoting Althusser’s
theories as the backdrop has certain literary significance because it not only helps us
understand the issues of class conflict and power relationship in literary works, but
also reminds us to reflect upon the present world.

Key Words. Chancery; Repressive State Apparatus; Ideological State Apparatus
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Introduction

I ntroduction

With the coming of the bicentenary celebration of Charles Dickens's birth in
February 2012, Dickens's works continue to enjoy immense popularity across the
world. More than 50 countries worldwide took part in this exciting celebration to
refresh the memory of this literary genius, whose characters have entertained and
moved his readers al over the years. Dickens's works reflect and remold what
happened in the nineteenth-century Victorian period. BBC news (2 February 2012)
comments on his writings that it “adds another dimension to our historical records;
there is an incredible amount of information and images that survive from the
Victorian era. One can look at the Victorian London in a new way alongside
Dickens's texts that he is writing”. Jacob Korg states that “a Dickens novel is an
experience of laughter, tears, suspense, and a final emphatic confirmation of the
conventional attitudes toward love, marriage, family life and philanthropic
obligations’ (Korg 5). Korg points out that a Dickensian story is full of variety and
richness. It is this unique effect of laughter and tears created by Dickens's novels that
lasts from the mid-nineteenth century directly to the present world.

Being one of the most prolific and influential novelists in the UK, Charles
Dickens (1812-1870) enjoyed unprecedented fame and popularity during his lifetime.
However, part of his success came from his early impoverishment. Born into a
sailor’s family, in Portsmouth, England, Dickens had a poor life ever since he was a
young boy. After only a few years of education, Dickens had to work in a nearby
blacking factory as a child laborer because his father was heavily in debt and was
sent into a debtor’s prison. The months Dickens spent at the blacking factory and the
lonely walks in front of the prison gate were unhappy memories that could not be
erased for the young boy. In The Pickwick Papers, the first novel written by Dickens,
there is a detailed description of what a debtor’s prison is like and how horrible it

can be. These early experiences probably strengthened Dickens detestation of
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English law in later years. As he entered adulthood, Dickens worked as aclerk in a
lawyer’s office and as a reporter in a parliament courtroom respectively. These
working experiences made him become very familiar with the legal issues. It's no
wonder that in Dickens's works, law is one of his central subjects.

Dickens is regarded as one of the most renowned representatives of the
nineteenth-century British critical realism. Georg Lukéacs, in his “Realism in the
Balance”, points out that a realist “knows how thoughts and feelings grow out of the
life of society and how experiences and emotions are parts of the total complex of
reality” (Lukéacs 1039). Lukacs says a true redlist is able to assign those experiences
and emotions “to their rightful place within the total life context” (Lukéacs 1039), and
“penetrate the laws governing objective reality and uncover the deeper, hidden,
mediated, not immediately perceptible network of relationships that go to make up
society” (Lukéacs 1039). Lukéacs's description draws a basic picture of what a realist
is. Dickensis exactly the kind of readlist. He turns real life into picturesque and vivid
literature. He captures qualities of real people and events and shows the multifaceted
life of the Victorian society. Though Dickens did not have much education in his
early years, he worked hard as an editor and writer when he grew up. He wrote
letters indefatigably, lectured extensively, and observed life carefully. By reading
Dickens, we can always see that his own experiences and emotions are closely
combined with his writings, which have realistically reshaped the total life context of
the Victorian past.

Dickens's novel Bleak House is a representative work of his critical realism. The
novel is a redistic reflection of nineteenth-century England. It was published in
monthly installments from March 1852 to September 1853. In the novel there is a
range of different characters and places which originate from real history because
Dickens extracted writing materials from what he saw and what he knew. According
to the report from the Pall Mall Magazine (July 1896), the burying ground where
Captain Hawdon was laid is between Catherine Street and Drury Lane, and in the
east part of the area is the Lincoln’s Inn Fields and Mr Tulkinghorn’s house. Mr
Snagsby’s house isin Took’s Court, Cursitor Street, and Mr Jellyby’s in Thavies Inn.

2
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