2a- “Shall I marry him?” part 2

Louisa, a young aristrocrat, is questionning her father about her bethrotal to M. Bounderby, a friend of his.

"'Why, my dear Louisa,' said Mr. Gradgrind, completely recovered by this time, 'I would advise you to consider
this question, as you have been accustomed to consider every other question, simply as one of tangible Fact. The
ignorant and the giddy may embarrass such subjects with irrelevant fancies, and other absurdities that have no
existence, properly viewed - really no existence - but it is no compliment to you to say, that you know better.
Now, what are the Facts of this case? You are, we will say in round numbers, twenty years of age; Mr. Bounderby
is, we will say in round numbers, fifty. There is some disparity in your respective years, but in your means and
positions there is none; on the contrary, there is a great suitability. Then the question arises, Is this one disparity
sufficient to operate as a bar to such a marriage? In considering this question, it is not unimportant to take into
account the statistics of marriage, so far as they have yet been obtained, in England and Wales. I find, on reference
to the figures, that a large proportion of these marriages are contracted between parties of very unequal ages, and
that the elder of these contracting parties is, in rather more than three-fourths of these instances, the bridegroom.
The disparity I have mentioned, therefore, almost ceases to be disparity, and virtually disappears.'

"'What do you recommend, father,' asked Louisa, her reserved composure not in the least affected by these
gratifying results, 'that I should substitute for the term I used just now? For the misplaced expression?'

'Louisa,' returned her father, 'it appears to me that nothing can be plainer. Confining yourself rigidly to Fact, the
question of Fact you state to yourself is: Does Mr. Bounderby ask me to marry him? Yes, he does. The sole
remaining question then is: Shall I marry him? I think nothing can be plainer than that?'

'Shall I marry him?' repeated Louisa, with great deliberation.

'Precisely. And it is satisfactory to me, as your father, my dear Louisa, to know that you do not come to the
consideration of that question with the previous habits of mind, and habits of life, that belong to many young
women.'

'No, father,' she returned, 'I do not.'

'T now leave you to judge for yourself,' said Mr. Gradgrind. 'I have stated the case, as such cases are usually stated
among practical minds; I have stated it, as the case of your mother and myself was stated in its time. The rest, my
dear Louisa, is for you to decide.'

'Mr. Bounderby asks me to marry him. The question I have to ask myself is, shall I marry him? That is so, father,
is it not? You have told me so, father. Have you not?'

'Certainly, my dear.'

'Let it be so. Since Mr. Bounderby likes to take me thus, I am satisfied to accept his proposal. Tell him, father, as
soon as you please, that this was my answer. Repeat it, word for word, if you can, because I should wish him to
know what I said.'

"It is quite right, my dear,' retorted her father approvingly, 'to be exact. I will observe your very proper request.
Have you any wish in reference to the period of your marriage, my child?'

'None, father. What does it matter!'

Mr. Gradgrind had drawn his chair a little nearer to her, and taken her hand. But, her repetition of these words
seemed to strike with some little discord on his ear. He paused to look at her, and, still holding her hand, said:

'Louisa, I have not considered it essential to ask you one question, because the possibility implied in it appeared to
me to be too remote. But perhaps I ought to do so. You have never entertained in secret any other proposal?'

'Father,' she returned, almost scornfully, 'what other proposal can have been made to me? Whom have I seen?
Where have I been? What are my heart's experiences?'

'My dear Louisa,' returned Mr. Gradgrind, reassured and satisfied. "You correct me justly. I merely wished to
discharge my duty.'

'"What do I know, father,' said Louisa in her quiet manner, 'of tastes and fancies; of aspirations and affections; of all
that part of my nature in which such light things might have been nourished? What escape have I had from



problems that could be demonstrated, and realities that could be grasped?' As she said it, she unconsciously closed
her hand, as if upon a solid object, and slowly opened it as though she were releasing dust or ash.

'My dear,' assented her eminently practical parent, 'quite true, quite true.'

"Why, father,' she pursued, 'what a strange question to ask me! The baby-preference that even I have heard of as
common among children, has never had its innocent resting-place in my breast. You have been so careful of me,
that I never had a child's heart. You have trained me so well, that I never dreamed a child's dream. You have dealt
so wisely with me, father, from my cradle to this hour, that [ never had a child's belief or a child's fear.'

Mr. Gradgrind was quite moved by his success, and by this testimony to it. "My dear Louisa," said he, 'you
abundantly repay my care. Kiss me, my dear girl.'

So, his daughter kissed him. Detaining her in his embrace, he said, 'l may assure you now, my favourite child, that
I am made happy by the sound decision at which you have arrived. Mr. Bounderby is a very remarkable man; and

what little disparity can be said to exist between you - if any - is more than counterbalanced by the tone your mind
has acquired. It has always been my object so to educate you, as that you might, while still in your early youth, be

(if I may so express myself) almost any age. Kiss me once more, Louisa. Now, let us go and find your mother.

Charles Dikens, Hard Times (1854) (abridged)



