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Summary
An Analytic Note on Little Dorrit: the Market Society and Desire for Self
MIZOGUCHI Kaoru

Dickens’s Little Dorrit has been often discussed as the author’s sharpest social critique because of its
relentless disclosure and harsh criticism about the corruptive realities of the contemporary political and
business worlds and of the collusive relationships between them. Dickens’s elaborate satire against the
Circumlocution Office and the business king Merdle is still enjoyable to today’s readers. For one thing,
Dickens’ criticism is applicable today; it is still not unusual to see callous bureaucracy in local or national
government offices or a big dishonest business go bankrupt—as we saw with Enron in 2001. For another
and more pertinent reason, the novel offers a perspective to deal with the structural ills of the capitalistic
society which induces the difficulty of seeing the world and self as people living in its system. Indeed the
cognitive confusion or inversion is characteristic of Little Dorrit. Many characters in the novel suffer more or
less from what René Girard calls the self-deceptive mimetic desire which drives them to seek the superficial
self representations the others want without realizing that their soul is displaced and fragmentized by the
inessential self representations. In this paper, I have examined the inner problem of having this desire,
especially in the grotesque figure of William Dorrit and in Merdle’s followers, the Barnacles. The novel has
a very close thematic organization and the author's insight makes the connection between the self-
deceptive desire and the capitalistic code system.
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The famous name of Merdle became, everyday, more famous in the land. Nobody knew that
the Merdle of such high renown had ever done any good to any one, alive or dead, or to any
earthly thing; nobody knew that he had any capacity of utterance of any sort in him, which had
ever thrown, for any creature, the feeblest farthing candle ray of light on any path of duty or
diversion, pain or pleasﬁre, toil or rest, fact or fancy, among the multiplicity of paths in the
labyrinth trodden by the sons of Adam; nobody had the smallest reason for supposing the clay
of which this object' of worship was made, to be other than the commonest clay, with as
clogged a wick smouldering inside of it as ever kept an image of humanity from tumbling to
pieces. All people knew (or thought they knew) that he had made himself immensely rich;
and, for that reason alone, prostrated themselves before him, more degradedly and less
excusably than the darkest savage creeps out of his hole in the ground to propitiate, in some
log or reptile, the Deity of his benighted soul.

Nay, the high priests of this worship had the man before them as a protest against their
meaness. The multitude worshipped on trust—through always a distinctly knowing why—but
the officiators atthe altar had the man habitually in their view. They sat at his feasts, and he sat
at theirs. There was a spectre always attendant on him, saying to these high priests; “Are such
the signs you trust, and love to honour; this head, these eyes, this mode of speech, the tone
and manner of this man? You are the levers of the Circumlocution Office, and the rulers of
men. When half-a-dozen of you fall out by the ears, it seems that mother earth can give birth to
no other rulers. Does your qualifications lie in the superior knowledge of men which accepts,
courts, and puffs this man? Or, if you are competent to judge aright the signs | never fail to
show you when he appears among you, is your superior honesty your qualification? Two rather
ugly questions these, always going about town with Merdle; and there was a tacit agreement

that they must be stifled. (Bk 2, Chap. 12, my underline)
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