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Abstract 

Charles Dickens’s David Copperfield abounds with fatherless and motherless 

children, whose development into adolescence and adulthood is strongly affected by 

the parenting skills of the remaining parent. This essay studies different parenting and 

educational practices in the novel to see their impact on the behaviour and personality 

of the children. In Victorian England, two opposing views of childhood flourished: 

the Puritan one believing in childhood depravity, and the Romantic view based on 

childhood innocence. In addition, there were gender differences in upbringing 

stemming from the middle-class cult of domesticity as well as differences based on 

class distinctions. While Dickens seems to accept moral firmness, the Victorian ideal 

of manhood and womanhood, as the main goal of upbringing, he appears to disagree 

with Victorian child management practices. This essay shows the deficiencies and 

negative outcomes of the parenting styles based on the two opposing moral views, 

depicted in Mr. Murdstone’s Puritan discipline and Mrs. Steerforth’s parenting, which 

reflects the Romantic view of the child.  On the basis of the negative consequences of 

these two extremes, Dickens stresses the importance of a sound view of the child 

exemplified by Aunt Betsey’s loving discipline accompanied by guidance and 

responsibility, as well as by the educational practices in Doctor Strong’s school. 

Furthermore, this Victorian Bildungsroman emphasises the importance of a 

confidential loving relationship between the guardian and the child as well as proper 

education and social conditioning.  

 

 

Keywords: Dickens; David Copperfield; parenting; education; upbringing; parent-

child relation; child abuse; firmness 
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Charles Dickens’s David Copperfield abounds with motherless and fatherless 

children, whose development into adolescence and adulthood is strongly affected by 

the parenting skills of the remaining parent. However, Dickens does not limit 

parenting to natural parents only, but widens the concept of a family to surrogate 

parents, for example Aunt Betsey, and even to other important adults taking the 

responsibility of a guardian. In addition to differences in these individual parenting 

practices with their inherent consequences, the novel also reflects the cultural 

complexities in the contemporary views of childhood. According to The Oxford 

Reader’s Companion to Dickens, there were two primary directions in Victorian 

attitudes to the child based on the two opposite streams of Victorian morality having 

their sources in the thoughts of John Wesley and Jean-Jacques Rousseau. The first, 

Puritan view of the child, viewed the childhood as the condition of “innate depravity” 

and the second, based on the Romantic view, as the period of “natural innocence and 

purity”. The Puritan view, especially in its more austere forms, believed that the child 

was sinful and had to be brought up under a severe discipline. In contrast, Rousseau 

relied on the Romantic view of childhood innocence and children’s innate propensity 

to turn out well unless sullied by adults. His Émile or Treatise of Education (1762) 

outlines the system of so called “negative education” encouraging children to “learn 

by experience”, by being allowed to develop their natural curiosity, rather than by 

“formal instruction and indoctrination” (90). In addition to these contrasting moral 

views in parenting, there were also gender differences stemming from separate male 

and female roles in the Victorian society as well as differences based on class 

distinctions.  
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Dickens is usually known for his “Rousseausque-Romantic idealization of 

childhood” (Schlicke 91). However, in David Copperfield, there is a more realistic 

view of childhood, depicted in the protagonist’s development from childhood into 

maturity, typical of the genre of a Bildungsroman. Furthermore, David Copperfield is 

regarded as the most autobiographical of Dickens’s novels, which uses the 

perspectives of a child’s vision in describing the events of early childhood. 

This essay studies different parenting and educational practices in David 

Copperfield to see their impact on the personality and behaviour of the children. In 

order to see these differences, the upbringing of two male characters, David 

Copperfield and James Steerforth, and two female characters, Agnes Wickfield and 

Dora Spenlow, all of them from middle-class single-parent families, have been 

selected for more detailed study. While Dickens seems to accept moral firmness, the 

Victorian ideal of manhood and womanhood, as the main goal of upbringing, he 

appears to disagree with Victorian child management practices. This essay shows the 

deficiencies and negative outcomes of the parenting styles based on the two primary 

directions in the Victorian attitudes to the child, depicted in Mr. Murdstone’s Puritan 

discipline and Mrs. Steerforth’s parenting, which reflects the Romantic view of the 

child.  On the basis of the negative consequences of these two extremes, Dickens 

stresses the importance of a sound view of the child exemplified by Aunt Betsey’s 

loving discipline accompanied by guidance and responsibility, as well as by 

educational practices in Doctor Strong’s school. Furthermore, this Victorian 

Bildungsroman emphasises the importance of a confidential loving relationship 

between the guardian and the child as well as proper education and social 

conditioning. When compared to contemporary conceptions of parenting and 

education, Dickens recommendations seem to be surprisingly up to date and opened a 

new approach to Victorian parenting, child-rearing and education.  

Firmness and the aims of upbringing 

The novel seems to suggest that one of the most important aims of parenting is 

firmness, which corresponds to the main precept of Aunt Betsey’s parenting practices. 

However, Mr. Murdstone, whose cruel discipline almost destroys David’s self-image 

and future prospects, is also described as firm and he frequently uses this term in his 

lectures on discipline. In his Dickens and the Grown-up Child, Malcolm Andrews 
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calls this one of the novel’s many ambiguities (138). However, there seems to be two 

almost opposite meanings of the term “firm”, which, at least partly, solves this 

ambiguity. The Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary gives the meaning 

“forceful and making people do what you want”, which is very much what the 

firmness of Mr. Murdstone is like (“Firm,” entry 5).  I will call this kind of firmness 

negative or forceful firmness. In contrast, the MacMillan Dictionary defines “firm” as 

“determined…will not be easily forced to do something” and “stand firm” as “to 

refuse to change your opinion or policy despite pressure from other people” (“Firm,” 

def. 4; “Stand firm”). The latter is almost identical with Aunt Betsey’s description of a 

firm person as someone “with a will of [his] own. With resolution. With 

determination...with strength of character that is not to be influenced, except on good 

reason, by anybody, or by anything”, corresponding to the kind of person she wants 

David to become (Dickens 236). Aunt Betsey includes in her definition the ability to 

be influenced on good reason, which gives her firmness a moral tune. I will call this 

kind of firmness moral or positive firmness. 

Moral firmness is related to self-determination and the self-regulating will, 

important to the ability of asserting the boundaries of the self and withstanding the 

psychic influences of other people. James Eli Adams suggests that the self-regulating 

will was “absolutely normative in Victorian rhetoric of masculinity” (209). 

Furthermore, during the early Victorian era, masculinity went through a 

reconfiguration, which changed the highest virtue of manhood from martial valour to 

moral courage (188).  This moral courage was, according to Samuel Smiles, available 

to both men and women and was “the highest order of manhood and womanhood” 

(qtd. in Adams 188). Moral firmness is similarly defined by Malcolm Andrews as 

“opposed to moral weakness”, in other words as moral courage, and could be seen as 

one of the main aims of a Victorian upbringing regardless of gender (137). 

Accordingly, it is regarded in this essay as the main goal of upbringing against which 

different parenting practices are valued. 

In addition to this general aim, there were also differences between girls’ and 

boys’ upbringing stemming from the separate male and female roles in the Victorian 

society as well as distinctions between the classes. Deborah Gorham in The Victorian 

Girl and the Feminine Ideal describes “a cult of domesticity”, a middle-class 

idealized vision of home and family, which created a sharp division between the 

private world of home and the public world of commerce, professional life and 



  Viirola  4 

politics regulating the roles of men and women (4). Girls were destined for 

“dependency, marriage and home-making” and therefore the practical skills of 

housewifery were important (Schlicke 93). In contrast, boys were expected “to make 

[their] own way” in “a competitive world of the professions” and to develop the 

bourgeois values of “self-discipline, order, regularity and self-control” in preparation 

for their career (Schlicke 93; Gorham 112). However, girls were also expected to 

adopt these virtues as future middle-class mothers and wives (Gorham 112). While it 

was important for the male members of the middle class to “actively seek an income” 

in the public world, the members of the aristocracy expected “to live from rents or 

emoluments of the office while spending their time in honour-enhancing activities 

such as politics, hunting or social appearance” (Leonore Davidoff and Catherine Hall 

20). Furthermore, aristocratic economy was based on “lavish display and 

consumption”, whereas the middle class emphasised “domestic moderation” (21). 

These distinctions in values were reflected in the aims of parenting of the different 

classes. 

In spite of the generally accepted aims of middle-class upbringing, David 

Copperfield portrays a wide variety of child management practices, which vary in 

degree of acceptance as well as how restrictive parents are in setting limits for their 

children. Some of the differences can be explained by different moral views, whereas 

some distinctions stem from the individual differences in guardians’ personality and 

background. 

Mr. Murdstones & Mrs. Steerforth 

Regarding male upbringing, Mr. Murdstone and Mrs. Steerforth are examples of 

authoritarian and indulgent parenting styles respectively, based on the opposed moral 

views of childhood and representing the “’hard’ and ‘soft’ schools of child 

management” in the middle of the 19
th

 century, which according to David Grylls, 

were often against each other regarding the principles of upbringing (54). While the 

‘hard’ school recommended “sternness and discipline”, ‘soft’ school emphasised 

“indulgence and freedom” corresponding to the differences in David and Steerforth’s 

upbringing (49). The negative consequences of these two extremes are seen in the 

contrasting and unbalanced personalities in David and Steerforth, both lacking 

firmness, the most important aim of a Victorian upbringing. 
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The authoritarian parenting of the Murdstones represents the negative and 

destructive influence of a strict Puritan upbringing based on a negative view of the 

child. Miss Murdstone expresses this basic principle as the “natural depravity of the 

human heart” (Dickens 464). As a consequence, the Murdstones regard children as “a 

swarm of little vipers” that contaminate each other (53). This kind of view of children 

is often accompanied by austere discipline, as is seen in Mr. Murdstone’s parenting; 

his aim is to crush David’s will, which he in accordance with the Puritan belief 

considers evil: “David [Mr. Murdstone] said, making his lips thin, by pressing them 

together, ‘if I have an obstinate horse or dog to deal with, what do you think I do?’...’I 

beat him.”…‘I make him wince, and smart. I say to myself, ’I’ll conquer that fellow;’ 

and if it were to cost him all the blood he had, I should do it’” (46). However, instead 

of encouraging nobility in David’s character, this kind of austere discipline brings up 

animal-like behaviour: David bites Mr. Murdstone’s hand. Later on, David is ordered 

“like a dog, and [he obeys] like a dog” (108). Dickens’s description of Mr. 

Murdstone’s parenting practices abounds with animal imagery especially that of a 

dog, indicating that the result of treating a child like a beast is that he becomes one
1
.  

Although David feels guilty about his fierce resistance to Mr. Murdstone’s 

attempt to subdue him by flogging, his reaction reveals a “securely bounded 

individual” who is able defend himself (Rose 526). David’ mother and Peggotty have 

not disciplined him by force, but love, respecting his will and integrity, and as a 

consequence he has the ability to resist repression and being treated like an animal. 

This shows the importance of the will as “a self-determining power”, which 

guarantees the autonomy of the individual (516). However, as Kay Puttock suggests, 

it does not prevent “feelings of self-hatred and wholly disproportionate guilt” 

following the physical abuse (19): “My stripes were sore and stiff...; but they were 

nothing to the guilt I felt. It lay heavier on my breast than if I had been a most 

atrocious criminal” (Dickens 56). David’s guilt feelings are “out of all proportion to 

reality” resembling more the irrational feelings of shame caused by abuse than 

rational guilt arising from his action (Puttock 19). This associates him with Agnes, 

who falsely accuses herself of her father’s drinking and decline, and shows children’s 

propensity to feel irrational guilt and shame because of their parents’ weaknesses and 

mistreatment. 

                                                 
1
 This has also been observed by Natalie Rose in her “Flogging and Fascination: Dickens and the 

Fragile Will”. She also suggests that men who flog are dog-like. 
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Using flogging as a parenting method is closely connected to Mr. Murdstone’s 

idea of firmness, “the grand quality” on which the Murdstones take their stand 

(Dickens 49).  It relies on the conviction “that Mr. Murdstone is firm; nobody in his 

world [is] to be firm at all, for everybody [is] to be bent to his firmness” (49). 

Furthermore, their belief that “character [is] a necessary consequence of Mr. 

Murdstone’s firmness” allows Mr. Murdstone to give “the severest penalties he could 

find any excuse for”, including flogging (51). This kind of firmness is a synonym of 

forcefulness—typical also of Mr. Creakle. Instead of respecting other people’s will 

and integrity, which is the cornerstone of Aunt Betsey’s educational methods and 

firmness, it is, as David puts it, “another name for tyranny”, whose aim is to subdue 

others (49). However, the main fault of the Murdstones’ belief that corporal 

punishment produces character, lies with the very purpose of flogging, which 

according to the Puritan ethos, is to break the child’s will. The will is, nevertheless, 

“the guarantor of autonomy”, which “secures the boundaries of self”, and is in this 

way essential in producing moral firmness (Rose 515). 

Even if corporal punishment was part of accepted Victorian parenting 

practices, especially in Puritan circles, in the case of Mr. Murdstone it seems to result 

less from reasoned arguments about the benefits of punishment than from his own 

wrath and lack of self-restraint, disguised as religious belief. When David resists Mr. 

Murdstone’s repression by biting him, he loses self-control: “He beat me then, as he 

would have beaten me to death” (Dickens 56). When these kinds of uncontrolled 

drives, which have actually nothing to do with religion, are connected with it, the 

creed becomes wrathful. Dennis Walder in Dickens and Religion says that the 

Murdstone’s “unrelenting will to dominate and exploit” is “made worse by being 

embodied in a religion” (149). As David observes, “the gloomy taint”, that is “in the 

Murdstone blood” darkens “the Murdstone religion” (Dickens 50). Furthermore, 

intertwining their own hatred with religion enables the Murdstones to use it as “a vent 

for their bad-humors and arrogance” (701). It gives them authority to suppress others 

and “consigning” everybody who disagrees with them “to perdition”, showing their 

misuse of religion for their own selfish purposes (51,701). 

Instead of producing strength of character, Mr. Murdstone’s forceful firmness 

seems to have the opposite effect: David becomes fearful and is unable to learn 

anything. Learning at home, which has previously been easy and fun under the 

tutorship of his mother, becomes extremely difficult—almost impossible: “The very 
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sight of [the Murdstones] has such an influence over me, that I begin to feel the words 

I have been at infinite pains to get into my head, all sliding away, and going I don’t 

know where” (52). The impact of the Murdstones on David is like “the fascination of 

two snakes on a wretched young bird” (53). In other words, David is paralysed by fear 

and all his energy is spent on being alert and following what Mr. Murdstone would do 

next, making it impossible to concentrate on anything else.  

Harsh discipline practices are continued by Mr. Creakle, the sadistic 

headmaster of Salem House, with similar results. While Mr. Murdstone’s discipline is 

supposed to be based on his religion, Mr. Creakle is a sadist, who has “a delight in 

cutting at the boys” (Dickens 82). As a result, “half the establishment [is] writhing 

and crying, before the day’s work [begins]” (82). Consequently, the learning 

outcomes of Salem House, “a school carried on by sheer cruelty”, are poor; the boys 

are “too much troubled and knocked about to learn” (86). Furthermore, instead of 

making the boys good English citizens—as was the common contemporary thought of 

the results of corporal punishment—the harsh values and punishment practices of the 

school make them servile “miserable little dogs” laughing at Mr. Creakle’s brutal 

jokes and cuttings, corresponding to the impact of Mr. Murdstone’s hard discipline on 

David (83). 

This kind of authoritarian and cruel discipline makes David susceptible and 

passive and causes problems in his relationships. Instead of producing “character”, 

which is the Murdstones’ belief, flogging produces “characterless susceptibility”, 

weakening David’s boundaries of self so that he is “in constant danger of being 

psychically overwhelmed by other characters” (Rose 520). For example, David finds 

it difficult to stand the pressure caused by Rosa Dartle’s eyes scrutinising him, and 

Littimer makes him “feel as if this man were finding [him] out” (Dickens 354). In 

addition, the threatening atmosphere in Salem House has caused David to be always 

alert, to watch Creakle’s eye, “eyeing him”, in order to anticipate what “he will do 

next” and whose ”turn [is] to suffer” (83). This kind of alertness has increased 

“instability” in David’s identity, which can be seen in his relationships (Rose 521). As 

a consequence, David is unable to resist Steerforth’s “friendly suggestions”, as in the 

case of his appropriation of David’s money in Salem House, nor is he able to confront 

Steerforth’s inappropriate behaviour towards Mr. Mell (Dickens 79). In short, David 

is like “soft wax” in Steerforth’s hands, unable to assert his boundaries (392). 

Furthermore, David’s infatuation with Dora is not a loving relationship between two 
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separate individuals, but he is “steeped” in her, losing his own identity (401). This 

shows the failure of Mr. Murdstone and Mr. Creakle’s austere discipline.  

One reason for harsh discipline can be the guardian’s own background 

including corporal punishment. It seems that Mr. Murdstone has been beaten as a 

child and re-enacts this kind of harsh discipline later on in his own parenting. Even 

Mr. Creakle’s dog-like behaviour—he is “famous for biting”— indicates a similar 

background (Dickens 82). When Clara is shocked by Mr. Murdstone’s plan to use 

flogging as a discipline method, Mr. Murdstone reveals: “I have been often flogged 

myself” (55). Furthermore, Miss Murdstone’s reaction, “To be sure, of course”, to her 

brother’s revelation confirms that flogging has not been uncommon in their family 

(55). She even insists that this kind of upbringing “[does] good” for the child (55). As 

a consequence, Mr. Murdstone continues the hard discipline by flogging David, who 

becomes the next victim of this destructive family tradition. 

Unlike Mr. Murdstone, who believes in the sinful character of the child, Mrs. 

Steerforth’s way of bringing up her son reflects the Romantic view of childhood 

innocence, accompanied by doting. Being a rich widow, who has only one child, her 

son James Steerforth, she is an example of an indulgent mother, whose whole life 

revolves around her son; she is able “to speak or think of nothing else” (Dickens 253). 

Mrs. Steerforth has a strong belief in her son’s “generous and noble” character, and in 

her idolatry she is unable to recognize any faults in him (254). Steerforth is “the 

object” of her life and she gratifies his “every wish” (398). According to the boys at 

Salem House, Mrs. Steerforth “would do almost anything” her son asks her,  showing 

her inability to set any limits for him (92). 

Mrs. Steerforth’s choice of a school for Steerforth seems also to be based on 

the Romantic view of her son. From Rousseau’s Émile came, in popularized form, the 

Romantic view that “the child possessed a natural integrity and moral nobility”, which 

enables him to learn by experience without “formal instruction and indoctrination” 

(Schlicke 90).  Steerforth’s school, Salem House, otherwise a lesser school, fulfils this 

criterion: the headmaster of the school feels the superiority of her son’s “high spirit” 

and is content to “bow” to it (Dickens 254). This reflects the idea that Steerforth does 

not need any overt control or guidance, but could be his own authority. It is surprising 

that Mrs. Steerforth selects Salem House, which Nancy E. Schaumburger describes as 

the school for “unloved boys”; the very same school that Mr. Murdstone, with 

contrasting parenting principles, chooses for David (157). However, Steerforth is “the 
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only parlour-border” at the school, coming from more comfortable circumstances than 

the other boys (Dickens 81). More importantly, he has a special position as the only 

boy who is not flogged or repressed. From this favoured position, free from “all 

constraint” and using his “great capacity”, Steerforth establishes himself in the 

position of “the monarch of the place” having authority not only over the other boys, 

but also over the headmaster of the school (254). Mrs. Steerforth is proud that her son 

has “haughtily determined to be worthy of his station” expressing her view of 

Steerforth’s noble character as well as her own class conscious attitudes (Dickens 

254).
2
 

In contrast to David, who has adopted a false servility, Steerforth, because of 

his mother’s pampering and lack of firmness, develops a false sense of superiority. 

The main problem of Steerforth’s upbringing is that he is not allowed to learn from 

the consequences of his behaviour, which would be crucial for the character building 

of the child. This kind of parenting is also against Rousseau’s precepts, which 

emphasised that punishment should be “a matter of cause and effect” allowing the 

child to “come into conflict with things and learn the limitations of selfish behaviour 

by having to suffer its results” (Grylls 34). However, Mrs. Steerforth in her excessive 

pampering prevents these conflicts, as does Mr. Creakle’s favouritism. For example, 

after Mr. Mell’s dismissal, Steerforth tells his worried class mate that his mother will 

take care of the financial consequences of the dismissal. In a similar way, his mother 

tries, in her discussion with Mr. Peggotty, to compensate the damage Steerforth has 

done to Emily. As a result, Steerforth develops a false sense of superiority; a 

conception that “he is beyond the rules and regulations of a more ordinary man”, 

which according to William R. Harvey, is typical of a Byronic hero (309). This false 

feeling of superiority and selfishness is seen in Steerforth’s insensitive and haughty 

behaviour towards others. 

Steerforth’s insensitivity and condescending attitude to the poor, absorbed 

probably from his mother, enables him to betray Emily and Peggotty’s family 

regardless of the consequences. Like his mother, he sees “a pretty wide separation” 

between lower class people and himself (Dickens 252). Furthermore, Steerforth thinks 

that “that sort of people” are “not to be expected to be as sensitive as” he is, and they 

do not have “very fine natures” (252). However, his haughty attitude is not confined 

                                                 
2
 Chris R. Vanden Bossche suggests that although a middle-class family, the Steerforths’ attitudes and 

style of living associate them with the aristocracy (37). 
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to lower class people only, but he is also condescending to the characters of his own 

class:  Steerforth treats David as “a plaything”, as if he “were  [his] property”, and 

calls him Daisy (257, 249). Similarly, Rosa Dartle tells David how Steerforth has 

treated her like a doll, which was thrown aside when he got tired of her. Thus, 

seducing Emily can be seen as an extension of his behaviour pattern of playing with 

other people and their emotions without thinking of the moral consequences of his 

actions. As David expresses it, after his eyes have been opened to the true character of 

Steerforth: relationships are for him “a brilliant game, played for the excitement of the 

moment, for the employment of high spirits, in that thoughtless love of superiority, in 

a mere wasteful careless course of winning what was worthless to him, and next 

minute thrown away” (265). Steerforth’s attitude to life seems to be selfishly seeking 

his own pleasure regardless of the moral consequences, which can be partly due to his 

inability to control his own inward impulses. 

This lack of self-control and self-restraint causes problems in Steerforth’s 

relationships. He cannot “keep [himself] to” himself and perpetually “[overflows] 

individual boundaries” (Rose 519). In this sense, he is a perfect foil for David, whose 

“fragile self-possession” and “porous” boundaries make him suggestible and unable to 

resist other people’s influence (524, 521). According to Rose, Steerforth’s major 

problem is that “although he can steer others, he cannot steer himself” (523). This 

steering others is related to negative firmness. While Mr. Murdstone uses violence 

and Mr. Spenlow threats, Steerforth uses his charm and “the glamour of gentility” to 

manipulate people (523). However, the purpose is the same, to bend others to their 

will.  

Furthermore, Mrs. Steerforth’s fulfilling her son’s every wish and the prospect 

of a large inheritance have made Steerforth a fitful person, who lacks serious 

ambitions and a purpose in life. Unlike David, who wants to distinguish himself, 

Steerforth has no such ambitions. Although studying at Oxford, he does not want to 

“trouble himself” with a degree: “I have not the least desire or intention to distinguish 

myself in that way” (Dickens 250).  On the other hand, he is “always running wild on 

some unknown expedition or other” and David is worried about his “desperate way of 

pursuing any fancy that he [takes]” (363). Steerforth himself blames “a bad 

apprenticeship” for his misdirected energies: “I have never learnt the art of binding 

myself to any of the wheels on which the Ixions of these days are turning round and 
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round” (276).  In other words, although talented, “his gifts are squandered, because he 

is not able to focus”, thus missing his opportunities in life (Rose 523). 

Although Mrs. Steerforth is indulgent and excessive in her love for her son, 

they seem not to have a close, confidential relationship with each other. There appears 

to be a lack of confidence in many things. For example, Mrs. Steerforth thinks that 

Steerforth is studying for “a very grave profession” at Oxford, whereas the truth is 

that he is not interested in getting “a high degree” (Dickens 251, 250). This lack of 

confidence can also be one reason why Steerforth attends Salem House all his school 

years—his mother probably does not know the true circumstances at the school. 

Furthermore, love is to Mrs. Steerforth very much the same as duty.  It is the “duty to 

each other” that prevents the division between the mother and the son instead of, as 

one would expect, love (368). Schaumburger points out that despite Mrs. Steerforth’s 

excessive love for her son, she is not able to love him for his own unique and human 

personality with its flaws, but uses him as a vehicle to extend “her own impoverished 

self-esteem and emotionally deprived sphere of life” (156). The object of her love is 

not the real James Steerforth, but “Steerforth the star”, in whose “reflected glory” she 

wants to shine (156). Schaumburger suggests that Mrs. Steerforth’s inability to show 

‘unconditional positive regard’
3
, which according to contemporary child 

psychologists is necessary especially for very young children to develop maturity, 

could be one reason for Steerforth’s tormented personality and wasting his talents 

(156). Furthermore, John R. Reed argues that her love is actually an infatuation 

consisting largely of pride, a pride that is connected to personal pride (193). When 

Steerforth offends that sense of pride, Mrs. Steerforth is as inflexible and rigid as Mr. 

Spenlow in his response to David and Dora’s engagement, revealing the true nature of 

her conditional love. 

This lack of a loving personal relationship and guidance has disastrous 

consequences. Steerforth realizes that in order to be able to guide himself, he would 

have needed a parent to guide him when young: “I wish to God I had had a judicious 

father these last twenty years! … I wish with all my soul I had been better guided” … 

I wish with all my soul I could guide myself better!” (Dickens 274). He perceives that 

“a steadfast and judicious father” would have helped him to resist his impulses (275). 

His “high spirit”, knowledge and wealth are of no help when in his self-torment he 

                                                 
3
 This now-famous term is used by the American psychotherapist Carl Rogers (1902-1987) in his 

works. According to Brian Thorne, this term is “an elaboration” of Rogers’ concept of acceptance (37).
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does not know what to do (254). This shows the failure of Mrs. Steerforth’s Romantic 

ideas about her son’s upbringing. Her inability to give unconditional love and set 

limits have made Steerforth “what he [is], and stunted what he should have been” 

(673). In his self-torment and rejected by his mother, Steerforth dies as defiantly as he 

has lived, in the storm. 

Unlike Mr. Murdstone, whose authoritarian discipline, based on the 

conviction of childhood depravity, sets strict limits for David, Mrs. Steerforth, relying 

on her son’s nobility, is unable to set any limits for Steerforth regardless of his 

behaviour. The astounding similarity between the Murdstones’ and Mrs. Steerforth’s 

parenting is that their discipline is not based on what the child actually is, but on a 

false view of the child, which dictates the parenting response and hinders the child to 

be seen as his own true personality. Besides, neither of the guardians has a loving 

relationship with the child: Mrs. Steerforth is not able to love the real James 

Steerforth with his faults and flaws, and for Mr. Murdstone, David is an 

“encumbrance” (Dickens 27). The results of these kinds of parenting styles are the 

unbalanced and opposite characters of David and Steerforth, both lacking firmness. 

This shows the importance of a sound view of the child exemplified by Aunt Betsey’s 

loving discipline, as is seen in the following.  

Aunt Betsey 

Unlike Mr. Murdstone, who with his forceful firmness tries to crush David’s will and 

subdue him to animal like submission, Aunt Betsey’s aim is to help David to develop 

strength of character that is not to be influenced by anybody or by anything, “except 

on good reason” (Dickens 236). Behind these opposed upbringing principles are 

different views of David’s character and areas for improvement. Mr. Murdstone has 

the gloomy view that David has a “disposition, which requires a great deal of 

correcting; and to which no greater service can be done...than to bend it and break it” 

(135). In contrast, Aunt Betsey sees David as too pliant, like his mother and father 

have been, and therefore she regards the encouragement to determination and 

resolution as most essential. According to Andrews, Aunt Betsey sees “the acquisition 

of moral firmness as the way out of childhood and adult childishness”, which have 

been the major flaws in David’s parents (138). Aunt Betsey’s own background is not 

flawless either; she has had the same susceptibility as David leading to a marriage 
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with an abusive man. However, unlike Mr. Murdstone and Mrs. Steerforth, who seem 

to continue their destructive family traditions, Aunt Betsey has learned from her 

mistakes and is therefore capable of helping David. 

The method Aunt Betsey uses is to give David, little by little, more 

responsibility for his own life. The first step, after his graduation, is to send David to 

“look around” and to think of his future profession: “’That you may begin, in a small 

way, to have reliance upon yourself, and to act for yourself’, said my aunt, ‘I shall 

send you upon your trip, alone’” (Dickens 236). Later on, in order to teach David to 

support himself and become industrious, Aunt Betsey does not tell David all the 

details of her financial ruin, but leans, for the first time on David’s experience, how to 

arrange the financial matters of the family, treating him more as an adult and her 

equal. And David comes out of the trial nobly—“persevering, self-reliant, self-

denying” (654). He learns these middle-class values by going through the “forest of 

difficulty” meaning hard toil and long working days: in addition to his articles in the 

Commons, David takes an extra job as Doctor Strong’s secretary and dedicates 

himself to mastering short-hand writing (439). Most importantly, however, this 

change brings a “new purpose” to David’s life, saving him from aristocratic idleness 

that is one reason behind Steerforth’s aimlessness and the seduction of Emily (439). 

As opposed to Mr. Murdstone, who controls and forces his will on others, 

Aunt Betsey respects David’s integrity and free will. She gives guidance, but does not 

force her opinions on David and lets him learn from his mistakes. Before making any 

decisions regarding him, she always asks David’s opinion—as in the case of going to 

school at Canterbury or being articled to Spenlow and Jorkins. Aunt Betsey does not 

even want to interfere in David’s infatuation with Dora, although she sees it as “a girl 

and boy attachment” having no future (Dickens 426). Furthermore, when David finds 

out that his domestic happiness is not what he has expected, Aunt Betsey refuses to 

intervene in their marriage, although David asks her to do it: “You have chosen freely 

yourself...your future is between you two…you are to work it out for yourselves” 

(538, 539). In this way, she encourages David to meet the consequences of his choices 

and to learn from them, and in this way to mature. In contrast, Mrs. Steerforth’s 

pampering prevents these kinds of conflicts, thus hindering her son’s growing into 

responsible adulthood. 

Besides firmness, another important goal of Aunt Betsey’s upbringing is to 

“make the child happy and useful” (Dickens 192). In contrast, the Murdstones 
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emphasise usefulness and hard work only; whenever David makes any “show of being 

unemployed”, Miss Murdstone calls his mother by saying “there’s nothing like 

work—give your boy an exercise” (53). Furthermore, recreation with other children is 

not encouraged by the Murdstones; David is mostly alone looking at the games of the 

neighbouring children from his window. These principal differences can be seen in 

Aunt Betsey’s choice of a school for David as well. She wants David to have the best 

school not only regarding education; it is equally important to her that the pupils are 

treated well. 

While Mr. Creakle assumes that the boys are inherently bad and they are 

beaten on the basis of that conviction, the education in Doctor Strong’s school is 

based on a sound and positive view of the boys, similar to Aunt Betsey’s principles. 

According to David, the school relies on “an appeal, in everything, to the honour and 

good faith of the boys, and an avowed intention to rely on the possession of those 

qualities unless they [prove] themselves unworthy of it” (Dickens 205). Even if the 

school is “gravely and decorously ordered”, the boys have “plenty of liberty” and 

“noble games” (Dickens 205), which is in accordance with Dickens’s conviction that 

educational schemes should not only concentrate on knowledge but encourage 

imagination and liberty as well, stated by Philip Collins in his Dickens and Education 

(199). In addition, Doctor Strong’s school encourages active participation, similar to 

Aunt Betsey’s upbringing principles, instead of the passive obedience typical of Mr. 

Creakle’s and Mr. Murdstone’s discipline: “We all felt that we had a part in the 

management of the place, and in sustaining its character and dignity” (Dickens 205). 

According to David, this kind of orderly and friendly atmosphere, in accordance with 

Dickens’s emphasis on the importance of a learning “atmosphere of affectionate 

encouragement and happiness” (Collins 199), “worked wonders”; “the boys learned 

with a good will, desiring to do it credit”, which is opposed to the cruel Salem House 

practices and poor learning outcomes (Dickens 205). David summarises that Doctor 

Strong’s school “was an excellent school; as different from Mr. Creakle’s as good is 

from evil”, describing the positive impact of a friendly and orderly atmosphere on the 

educational outcomes (205). 

In a similar way, Aunt Betsey’s parenting is based on a loving and 

confidential relationship between the guardian and the child. This loving confidence 

makes David want to fulfil his aunt’s wishes instead of being forced, as in the case of 

Mr. Murdstone’s discipline, or out of duty, as James Steerforth does. Furthermore, 
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Aunt Betsey is also a good role model herself, giving an example of a positively “firm 

and self-reliant” person whom David can identify with (Dickens 303). Her 

confrontation with Mr. Murdstone shows David that moral firmness that relies on the 

truth and a respect for other people is stronger than forceful firmness based on 

dishonesty and the control of others. Furthermore, Aunt Betsey’s moral precepts: 

never “be mean in anything; never be false; never be cruel” are not only words, but 

she herself acts according to these principles (195). Accordingly, she is an honest and 

forgiving person, who neither blames Mr. Wickfield for her financial ruin nor 

abandons her husband, although he has almost ruined her life. Based on her life 

experience, she tells David that “it is vain... to recall the past, unless it works some 

influence upon the present”, which helps him to overcome the hardships of his future 

life (297). 

 With the help of Aunt Betsey’s loving discipline, David grows gradually out 

of susceptibility and childishness. When he encounters Mr. Murdstone later in his life, 

on the eve of Murdstone’s marriage to another young woman, he is not intimidated by 

him anymore, but reveals his hypocrisy by responding to his pretentious wish that 

David is “doing well” by “It can hardly be interesting to you” (Dickens 403). In a 

similar way, he confronts Miss Murdstone with exposing the truth about their past 

behaviour, when he meets her as Dora Spenlow’s companion.  In other words, David 

is able to assert himself and is free from the Murdstones’ domination, which shows 

that he has become a “firm fellow” and developed “strength of character”, which are 

the main aims of Aunt Betsey’s parenting (236). 

Mr. Wickfield & Mr. Spenlow 

However, firmness as the aim of upbringing was not confined to boys only, but was as 

important goal for girls in the Victorian era as well.  In order to see how the girls’ 

upbringing to firmness in the novel differs from the boys’, the parenting practices of 

Mr. Wickfield and Mr. Spenlow are analysed in the following. An interesting feature 

of Agnes and Dora’s upbringing is that both girls have similar backgrounds as the 

only daughters in a family, where the father is a lawyer and the mother died when 

they were small, and yet the parenting outcomes are almost opposed to each other: 

Agnes is a firm and mature character while Dora lacks firmness and is unable to meet 

the demands of middle-class life. 
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Mr. Wickfield is an example of a parent who, despite his lack of firmness, is 

able to build a loving relationship with his daughter. Mr. Wickfield has lost his wife 

when his daughter, Agnes, was two weeks old. His mind, probably because of this 

great loss, has become “unhealthy”, making him think it possible to “to truly love” 

and “mourn for one creature” only and leading him to look for “single motives in 

everyone” (Dickens 487). His own life centres on Agnes—his only motive in life
4
. 

This concentration on single motives has made Mr. Wickfield shut out “a multitude of 

things” and narrowed the circle of his life to the private sphere (315). Furthermore, in 

his sorrow, he has indulged himself with drinking, which has given the treacherous 

Uriah Heep power in his law agency, throwing a  shadow over the Wickfields’ 

otherwise peaceful private life and making Agnes feel guilty about her father’s 

decline. However, despite Mr. Wickfield’s weaknesses, the father and the daughter 

have a “deep fondness” for each other (238). Agnes is the apple of Mr. Wickfield’s 

eye, getting all the attention a daughter could hope for and in this way a self-image 

based on a loving relationship with her father.  

In spite of Mr. Wickfield’s shortcomings, he seems to have a sound view of 

his daughter’s upbringing and education. Agnes is at school “every day”, as she 

answers David’s question about her education (Dickens 199). Actually, she has a 

governess, who teaches her at home according to the middle-class code, although the 

true reason is that her father “couldn’t spare [her] to go anywhere else” (199). 

Moreover, her governess seems to be a competent one; after Agnes has helped David 

in his studies, he states that what she knows of them is “no slight matter” (201).  Mr. 

Wickfield gives Agnes also responsibility in their household, which is in accordance 

with the typical middle-class practice of letting girls learn housewifery at home as a 

preparation for their future roles as housewives. Agnes, with her “little basket trifle” 

hanging at her side, with keys in it, is a “discreet” and “staid” housekeeper practicing 

the household tasks already when young (194). In addition, Mr. Wickfield includes 

Agnes in discussions concerning their home and later on even his business matters, 

which prepares her for decision making and taking responsibility for her own life. 

Moreover, Mr. Wickfield is an honest person, who wants to do right and, in this way, 

serves as a sound role model for Agnes, unlike Mr. Spenlow, who with his mercenary 

schemes tries to make “pretty pickings” in his cases in the Commons (330). 

                                                 
4
 Many critics, for example,  Catarina Ericsson and Arthur A. Adrian describe Mr Wickfield and 

Agnes’s relationship as an inversed father-daughter relationship. 
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Because of her proper middle-class upbringing, which is an important part of 

her Bildung, Agnes fulfils the role of the “Angel in the House” including not only the 

skills of housekeeping but also aesthetic and intellectual qualities (Gorham 102). She 

has no problems with the servants nor with other household duties due to her training 

as her father’s “little housekeeper” (Dickens 194). Unlike Dora, Agnes wields the 

basket of keys, “the sign of the housekeeper’s household authority”, with “skill”, 

knowing also what to do with them (Vanden Bossche 44). Even her attitude towards 

learning is “a feminine one”, inculcated in Victorian advice books, meaning that a girl 

should not be interested in learning for its own sake, but “keep in mind the ultimate 

purpose of their education...to make them pleasant and useful companions to men, and 

responsible mothers to their children” (Gorham 105, 102). Accordingly, Agnes uses 

her education to keep her father company and to be a useful companion to David by 

helping him in his studies. Furthermore, throughout the Victorian period, it was 

considered important for a girl to become familiar with poetry, art and music in order 

to “enrich the lives of their men, who, given the exigencies of capitalist competition”, 

could “know no relaxation from the office or counter” (qtd. in Gorham 104). In a 

similar way, Agnes plays the piano after dinner to entertain her father, who is 

burdened by the problems in his business. Especially, it was emphasized that these 

kinds of talents were to be used only as “the means of home enjoyment”, which 

applies to Agnes, and never as a “medium of display”, which seems to be the purpose 

of Dora’s music presentations (104). In short, Agnes’s Bildung to take on the 

multifaceted role of the “Angel of the House” does not consist only of skills but also 

the right attitudes towards learning and the relationship with men. 

However, Agnes is also a firm and determined person, which seems to be 

partly inherited from her mother. According to Andrews, Agnes possesses an 

“unobtrusive” kind of firmness: “calm, staid, discreet” and “unwavering in moral 

judgement and dependability” (145). This is the same kind of moral firmness that 

Betsey Trotwood tries to teach David, the “strength of character that is not to be 

influenced, except on good reason, by anybody, or by anything” (Dickens 236). 

Dickens hints at her inheritance from her mother’s side in Agnes’s character, when 

Mr. Wickfield tells David that he has “always read something of her poor mother’s 

story, in her character” (708). In addition to being sacrificial, Agnes’s mother was a 

firm, determined woman, who married Mr. Wickfied in opposition to her father’s 

wish, because she loved her fiancé (708). Moreover, part of Agnes’s firmness stems 
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from her belief that “real love and truth are stronger in the end than any evil or 

misfortune in the world” (143). This enables her to make decisions that she considers 

right—regardless of the consequences. 

Unlike Mr. Wickfield, whose life is centred on his daughter, Mr. Spenlow 

seems to have filled the void left by his wife’s death with the challenges of the public 

life and the “competition” on “appearance and gentility”, which prevents him from 

building an intimate relationship with his daughter (Dickens 472). Instead of 

concentrating on Dora, Mr. Spenlow has prioritized his career in the Commons, where 

“they plume themselves on their gentility”, and let strangers take care of his daughter 

(294). He sends Dora to Paris for her education and instead of forming a close 

relationship with his daughter himself to substitute for her mother, he hires a 

“confidential friend” (331). When Dora comes back from finishing her education in 

Paris, it is not first of all a happy change for Mr. Spenlow, but his “domestic 

arrangements” are in “some disorder” showing the order of priorities in his life (329). 

On the other hand, he is very proud of his profession, telling David that it is “the 

genteelest profession in the world” (329). He even mentions that they take “things 

more easily” in the Commons than anywhere else, which sets them as “a privileged 

class” (329). Furthermore, Mr. Spenlow’s lavish house at Norwood, handsome 

phaeton as well as the cases in the Commons which are “sentenced in no end of costs” 

are all parts of this emulation of gentility
5
 (329). In other words, Mr Spenlow 

prioritises the challenges of public life and the display of gentility instead of the 

private life with his daughter, which makes his relationship with Dora distant and 

ends up in financial ruin. 

Mr. Spenlow’s aspiration to be the member of a higher class makes him use 

his daughter to fulfil his ambitions. In this sense, his behaviour resembles that of Mrs. 

Steerforth, who uses her son as “a superior extension of herself” to fulfil her own 

ambitions (Adrian 118). According to Gorham, there is evidence that many middle-

class families used their daughters as vehicles for the family’s “upwardly mobile” 

intentions: “They would be educated to be genteel young ladies, and their ability to 

speak a little French, and to do fancy needlework or play the piano would become 

evidence of the family’s economic and social aspirations, if not of its actual 

achievements” (52). This seems to apply to Dora, whose father obviously has planned 

                                                 
5
 This kind of wastefulness is described by Chris R. Vanden Bossche as the sign of the aristocratic 

economy, where there is no need to economize (37) 
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for “her to marry...into the gentry” (Vanden Bossche 42). Dora’s education in Paris is 

against the principles of educating middle class girls at home and above the standards 

of upper middle-class as well. Besides, her education is mostly concentrated on guitar 

and piano playing, painting and singing—all leisure activities, whose purpose is to 

entertain, not to manage the household as was the main priority of middle-class 

upbringing and of Agnes’s education.   

Dora’s failure to cope with household duties seems to be the result of her 

upper-class upbringing and false social conditioning. While Mr. Spenlow only 

attempts “to emulate gentility”, Dora seems to have an authentic sense of being a 

gentlewoman, the reality she has acquired through her upbringing (Vanden Bossche 

38). As a consequence, she cannot look after the servants, her inexperience in cooking 

makes the meals disappointments, and her inability to keep an account book allows 

her to be charged too much, making her a perfect foil for the competent Agnes. 

Furthermore, in David and Dora’s household, nothing has a place of its own, which 

makes David wonder how it is that they are “always cramped for room, and yet [has] 

always room enough to lose everything in” (Dickens 540). Dora goes “jingling about 

the house with the whole bunch [of keys] in a little basket”, but still the places are 

unlocked, and in the end the keys end up as Jip’s plaything as has previously 

happened to the cookery book (547). In short, Dora has not developed the bourgeois 

values of “self-discipline, order, regularity and self-control”, which were 

recommended in Victorian advice literature for middle-class girls in order to become 

good wives and mothers (Gorham 112).  

In contrast to the moral firmness found in Agnes and Aunt Betsey, Mr. 

Spenlow has the same kind of forceful firmness as Mr. Murdstone in his character.  

Although Mr. Spenlow believes he is “an indulgent father”, he is authoritarian in his 

parenting: he does not consult with his daughter, but rather makes decisions for her 

(Dickens 468). Unlike Aunt Betsey, who only expresses her suspicion regarding 

David and Dora’s infatuation, Mr. Spenlow is not content with expressing his 

opinions, but tries to end the relationship. He even threatens Dora with testamentary 

consequences in order to “guard her from” and “surround her with protections” 

against “the consequences” of their plans (467). Furthermore, if David is “foolish” or 

“obstinate”, it would make it necessary for him to send his daughter abroad (468). Mr. 

Spenlow’s use of the word “obstinate” associates him with Mr. Murdstone, who uses 

the very same word when telling how he forces “obstinate” animals to bend to his will 
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(46). While Mr. Murdstone uses violence, Mr. Spenlow uses other kinds of threats to 

rule. In comparison with Mr. Wickfield’s democratic approach to parenting, Mr. 

Spenlow’s authoritarian parenting style is almost the opposite.  

Dora’s authoritarian but sheltered upbringing, insulated from the real world, 

and the lack of a confidential loving relationship with her parents have hindered her 

development and caused her to remain a grown-up child.  This has also been noticed 

by Michael Slater in his Dickens and Women, where he states that Dora’s “upbringing 

and social conditioning, although considered fitting for a young lady, has stunted her 

in some very damaging way” (248). Dora has got all the material wealth a daughter 

can desire. However, she has not had a close, loving relationship with her parents—

her mother being deceased and her father mostly interested in his career and 

mercenary aims. Furthermore, Mr. Spenlow’s authoritarian upbringing leaves no 

space for Dora to express her own wishes and grow in making her own decisions and 

taking responsibility. After her father’s death, her aunts Miss Lavinia and Miss 

Clarissa, two childless maidens, treat Dora like “a pretty toy or plaything”, the 

pleasure of Miss Lavinia’s life being to “curl her hair, make ornaments for her, and 

treat her like a pet child” (Dickens 509-510). This kind of cloistered upbringing 

hinders Dora’s development into responsible adulthood. In contrast, Agnes “seems 

never to have passed from childhood into womanhood”, she appears to have been “a 

competent housekeeper from infancy” (Andrews 145). These different levels of 

maturity are reflected in their ability to deal with the vicissitudes of life. 

Consequently, as a grown-up child, Dora is unable to cope with the real-world 

challenges and difficulties revealing her lack of firmness. Her highest aim in life, as 

she herself expresses, is to “be happy! ... All day!” (Dickens 586). Instead of being 

useful, she spends her days in teaching her dog Jip to learn new tricks, playing the 

guitar and painting. Life is a game for her and she loves to sing the “same dear old 

French songs about the impossibility of ever on any account leaving off dancing” 

(459). She clings “desperately to this pretty world” and it is impossible for her to face 

the realities of life (Slater 248).  When David tells her about his aunt’s financial ruin 

and a need to persevere and work, Dora’s response is: “But I haven’t got any strength 

at all” (Dickens 457). Even David’s efforts to teach her accounting or introduce her to 

cooking seem too demanding for her: “the cookery book [makes] Dora’s head ache, 

and the figures [make] her cry” (510). Moreover, when Dora’s father dies, her 

reaction reveals the scary, spoiled child who can only cry: “’Oh, dear papa! Oh, poor 
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papa!’” (472). In other words, Dora’s “lack of firmness so disabling in adult 

relationships” puts a pressure on other people, like David, to take care of her 

(Andrews 143). In contrast, Agnes in her maturity is not only able to guide herself but 

she can also guide others. In the middle of the vicissitudes resulting from her father’s 

weaknesses, she is the one in the family that shows moral courage and firmness and 

redeems her father’s life. 

There is a clear connection between Dora and Steerforth: both of them have 

remained grown-up children resisting adult responsibility and unable to build 

balanced relationships. While Dora childishly sees life as a game and happiness as its 

highest aim, Steerforth regards life as a race: “Ride on over all obstacles, and win the 

race!” trying in a rebellious way to find pleasure in life regardless of the moral 

consequences (Dickens 362). They both come from middle-class families with the 

pretensions of belonging to a higher class. Neither of them is interested in being 

useful or distinguishing themselves: Steerforth does not need it because of his family 

wealth and Dora considers it not suitable for her upper-class upbringing. Steerforth 

has about him, like a typical Byronic character, “an aristocratic air compounded of his 

polish, his charm, his worldliness” (Harvey 308). Similarly, Dora’s charms, 

“flirtatiousness, silliness, guitar playing”, signify her social status as an “apparent 

representative of the gentry” (Vanden Bossche 37). Using her charms, Dora is able to 

make people fulfil her wishes, which associates her with Steerforth’s manipulative 

behaviour and negative firmness. In addition, her calling David Doady and treating 

him “as if [David] were a doll” corresponds to Steerforth’s calling David Daisy and 

treating him as a plaything—in other words, overflowing David’s boundaries 

(Dickens 459). In short, neither Dora nor Steerforth seems to possess that moral 

firmness, which is considered the highest ideal of womanhood and manhood in the 

Victorian era and consequently one of the main goals of upbringing regardless of 

gender. 

Dora and Steerforth’s problem is that, in addition to the lack of a proper 

middle-class education, neither of them has had a confidential loving relationship with 

their parents, which would have been needed in order for them to reach firmness and 

adult maturity. According to Schaumburger, contemporary child psychology 

emphasises the importance of ‘unconditional positive regard’, particularly, when 

children are very young (156). However, on the basis of David Copperfield, it seems 

equally important for children to have a respectful and loving relationship with their 
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guardians later on in life, in order to develop firmness and maturity, exemplified 

especially by David’s development in Aunt Betsey’s parenting. This is in line with the 

ideas of the American psychotherapist Carl Rogers, one of the most influential 

psychologists of the 20
th

 century, who argues that the basic need for positive regard is 

not confined to young children only, but is a universal need in human beings (Thorne 

37). Consequently, he uses “the healing energy of unconditional positive regard” in 

his psychotherapy to “engender trust” and lead to “deeper self-exploration” and 

“growth” (38). Linking to David Copperfield, children who have been listened to and 

who have experienced that their opinions are taken into account, as in Aunt Betsey’s 

and Mr. Wickfield’s loving parenting, feel secure to express their beliefs and 

opinions, which is important for asserting the boundaries of the self. This is confirmed 

by the firm character of Agnes and by David, who supported by Aunt Betsey’s loving 

discipline gradually grows out of susceptibility and is able to confront the hypocrisy 

of the Murdstones, without being intimidated by them. Furthermore, in the loving 

relationship, children also learn to respect the opinions and boundaries of others. As a 

consequence, they learn moral firmness, which does not allow their boundaries to be 

traversed nor oversteps the boundaries of others. 

Concluding thoughts 

To conclude, while Dickens seems to accept moral firmness, the Victorian ideal of 

manhood and womanhood, as the main aim of upbringing in David Copperfield, he 

appears to disagree with Victorian child management practices. The novel shows the 

deficiencies and negative outcomes of parenting styles based on the two primary 

directions in the Victorian attitudes to the child depicted in the Murdstones’ and Mrs. 

Steerforth’s parenting practices. Mr. Murdstone’s austere discipline, based on the 

Puritan doctrine of the innate depravity of children, sets strict limits for David, 

whereas Mrs. Steerforth indulgent parenting, relying on the Romantic view of her 

son’s natural goodness, is unable to set any limits for Steerforth. The main problem of 

their discipline is that it is not based on what the child actually is, but on a false view, 

which dictates the parenting response and hinders the children to be seen as their own 

true personality. The results of these opposite child-rearing practices are the 

unbalanced personalities of David and Steerforth, both lacking firmness. Based on the 

negative consequences of these two extremes, Dickens stresses the importance of a 
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sound view of the child exemplified by Aunt Betsey’s loving discipline accompanied 

by guidance and responsibility, as well as by the educational practices in Doctor 

Strong’s school.  

Furthermore, this Victorian Bildungsroman highlights the importance of a 

confidential loving relationship between the guardian and the child, as well as proper 

education and social conditioning. Unlike Agnes and David, neither Dora nor 

Steerforth has had a close, loving relationship with their parents, which has hindered 

them from developing firmness and causes problems in their relationships. Regarding 

education, both David and Agnes have got a proper middle-class education and 

upbringing. In contrast, Steerforth’s school years in Salem House together with his 

family’s aristocratic style of living, have prevented him from adopting the middle-

class values. Furthermore, Dora’s upbringing, due to her father’s obsession with 

gentility, is a total failure both in terms of education and social conditioning, 

hindering her from meeting the demands of middle-class life, thereby connecting her 

with Steerforth. These factors finally determine why David and Agnes are able to 

reach firmness and maturity, whereas Steerforth and Dora remain grown-up children, 

who resist adult responsibility and are unable to build balanced relationships. 

David Copperfield shows that Dickens was familiar with different parenting 

and educational directions of his time and participated in the discussions by using his 

novels to expose deficiencies as well as encourage sound principles and positive 

developments in Victorian child management. Furthermore, his own childhood, which 

had come to an abrupt end, had given him a profound understanding of the needs of 

children, which can be one explanation, why his ideas about parenting and education 

are surprisingly up to date. In comparison, contemporary research on child-rearing 

indicates that “parental warmth in combination with reasonable levels of control or 

restrictiveness combines to produce positive child outcomes”(Grusec 2). In fact, this 

conclusion is very similar to the main principles of the ideal parenting and education 

represented by Aunt Betsey and Doctor Strong, which, together with Carl Roger’s 

point about the importance of ‘unconditional positive regard’, indicates that Dickens’s 

recommendations for child management were ahead of his time and opened a new 

approach to Victorian parenting, child-rearing and education. 
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