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Bah Humbug - Was Scrooge Right About Christmas?  

Christmas is upon us. Houses are festooned with lights, often flashing, with large tableaux in some 

front gardens. Retailers have proclaimed the Christmas rush and the “sales” from Boxing Day 

onwards, although the press suggests that this will prove to be a “poor” year for seasonal retail 

sales. Cafes pubs and restaurants have been occupied by staff celebrations, and “sorry, it’s 

Christmas” has been the standard response to enquiries in pubs and restaurants. It seems 

impossible to go anywhere without hearing the familiar ditties by veteran pop musicians, from Slade 

to Bob Geldof, that surface every December. The celebrations are dominant, although sometimes it 

seems uncertain exactly what is being celebrated. Religious associations have declined to a minimal 

level, although a national public holiday is always welcome, even to people who, like me, are no 

longer in paid work. So much seems to focus on the acquisition of goods, in this case primarily to 

exchange presents with people who may or may not appreciate them. 

Having no children and a limited and scattered family with whom anything could be celebrated, I 

have never been sure what to make of this annual event? When, over the years, I have expressed 

doubts about the purpose of Christmas, the figure of Scrooge has been invoked. Sometimes I have 

retorted that Scrooge may have been right, and all is indeed so much humbug. 

A brief anecdotal excursus may present some context. In 2010, I co-founded a small public 

philosophical group, Talking Allowed in Leeds, a branch of the Philosophy in Pubs movement, which 

was founded on Merseyside. (I am pleased to note that the Talking Allowed group continues, and 

has recently spawned an evening discussion group in the suburb of Headingley). The group discussed 

a series of serious matters of philosophical and political interest, meeting in a pub in Leeds city 

centre once a month. For the December 2011 meeting, the venue informed us that the inevitable 

Christmas dinners and drinking precluded available space for our discussions, so we met in the first 

week in December. I felt that, with the holiday approaching, we should discuss the nature of 

Christmas, under the title “Was Scrooge right?”. I donned a cheap “bah humbug” hat, and the 

discussion began. 

I had anticipated a light-hearted discussion, for once; maybe some amused comments, perhaps then 

devolving into the proverbial Christmas drink before the group dispersed for another year. I opened, 

slightly tongue in cheek, by suggesting that Scrooge was a symbol for doubt about Christmas (at 

least at the opening of A Christmas Carol), and that there might be something to be said for his 

cynicism. To my astonishment, what emerged was a set of careful and thoughtful observations, that 

almost amounted to grievances, against a period of compulsory “celebration”. In a small but varied 

group of people, there seemed to be much anger and not a little hurt, allied to a deep critique of a 

consumer society and one of its main sales efforts. I did not keep notes (I had envisaged a light and 

perhaps flippant discussion), but some of the points that emerged centred around hypocrisy and 

exclusion. Christmas was seen to constitute one of the best opportunities for unloading unwanted 

retail goods, for selling poor-quality dinners, and for inducing guilt that pressured people into buying 

presents and cards for people that they did not always like. It was (and is) the peak period for 

suicides, and also for substantial spikes in personal debt. At this time, people felt the lack of families 

and friends, the dearth of real care and goodwill, but all surrounded by the assumption that 

bonhomie and the “Christmas spirit” should prevail.  



This brings me to Scrooge. Perhaps like many readers, it has been a long time since I read Dickens’ A 

Christmas Carol from end to end; I had simply associated Scrooge with a sceptical view of a 

celebration in which he did not want to participate. Having re-read it recently, his position emerges 

as a much more complex, if unsympathetic, one. 

By the end of the story, Scrooge is transformed from a solitary miser devoted to the making of 

money, with no feelings for other people, to a generous caring individual who celebrates his new-

found ability to enrich the lives of those for whom he now cares. It is the Ghosts of Christmas, and by 

implication the season itself, that change him. He comes to realise that caring for others, and being 

cared for by them, matters more than the pursuit of individual monetary advancement. Dickens 

suggests that it is the goodwill, the selflessness, of Christmas, the ghosts demonstrating the 

“Christmas spirit”, that brings about this transformation. My reading is that Scrooge has repressed 

his deepest feelings in order to pursue monetary wealth, and changes as he begins to see himself as 

others see him. 

The practice of Christmas, formerly a Christian festival lasting a day or two, has changed very greatly 

since Dickens’ time, and A Christmas Carol may have played its part in this. The popularisation of the 

phrase “Merry Christmas”, something that is more an exhortation than a statement of feeling, 

seems to have come from his story. The time of Christmas had been associated with drunkenness 

and extortion, such that the Protestant church opposed it, and Cromwell actually banned it. It was 

the accession of Victoria, and the influence of her German husband Albert, that brought German and 

continental European practices to Britain. Christmas became an altogether more peaceful occasion, 

when the opportunity to demonstrate generosity and charity to the needy was taken. The 

businessmen who knock on Scrooge’s door, seeking donations, represented a recent approach to 

the time of Christmas; one that is endorsed by Dickens, and understood as such by Scrooge himself. 

The new “Christmas spirit” was about individual generosity, not the purchase of presents for family 

and friends. Money and support was given to those in need, with a care and concern that is (in 

principle) one of the roots of charity. All the excess retailing, the figures like Father Christmas and his 

grotto, the “traditional” meals that we now associate with Christmas, were all invented in the 

twentieth century. It is not quite true that the red-suited figure of Father Christmas which is a 

standard image in Britain and the US was invented by Coca-Cola in the 1930s, but this certainly 

solidified the associations of today’s commercial Christmas. 

Scrooge did not object to today’s Christmas, but to the Victorian one. His objections were not to the 

hypocrisy of and manipulation involved in mass retail sales of goods and services of little merit. He 

was opposed to the giving of charitable donations to the needy. With a view that reflected the 

Reverend Thomas Malthus, and anticipated much of Social Darwinism, he stated that if people could 

not support themselves, it was acceptable that they should perish. Scrooge stated that he already 

supported, through taxation, government-financed institutions that made some provision for the 

poor. He did not feel that he should personally contribute to charitable support for anyone in need. 

“Bah humbug” was his retort, not to the commercial Christmas of today, but to the idea of personal 

goodwill at one special time of year, and the giving of funds to back and express that goodwill. 

What Scrooge learnt, through the Spirits of Christmas, was that it is morally right to be individually 

generous, that altruism can feel good, and that it is important to be recognised and valued by 

others. The latter, as the final Ghost made clear, even extends after death, when it is better to be 



remembered, and mourned, as a person who cared, than as someone whose bed-curtains and shirt 

can be quickly stripped and purloined, even before the corpse is removed from the death- bed. 

Scrooge comes to feel that what matters is other people and his standing among those people, not 

the personal wealth accumulation fostered, often, from the misfortunes of others. All of this seems 

to be true enough. It is the application of the principle of charity to a sole reliance upon charity that 

has disturbing implications. 

A Christmas Carol is perhaps less about the Christmas festival than about philanthropy. Dickens has 

no problem with Scrooge accumulating wealth, and the means by which this is achieved, so long as 

he gives some of it away to those worthy of charity. Against the view that the poor deserve their 

fate, Dickens shows that charity benefits the donor as much as the recipients, and advocates that 

those with wealth donate when they can. Dickens himself followed such a path, giving to the poor as 

his personal fortune expanded, and helping to set up Urania Cottage, a home for reformed 

prostitutes, in 1846-7. He was radically opposed to the New Poor Law from 1834 (which set up the 

workhouse system that would last until the 1940s). Scrooge would be condemned for seeing 

workhouse, prisons and death as the only means of dealing with the poor, and other Dickens novels 

continued this condemnation. 

However, Dickens was no Engels, whose The Condition of the Working Class in England , condemning 

capitalism and its creation of destitution, would be published in 1845, soon after A Christmas Carol. 

Dickens was one of many voices advocating that the amelioration of the worst excesses of industrial 

capitalism could be carried out by philanthropy and charity, and seemingly by that alone. His is a call 

for the wealthy beneficiaries of capitalism to become more altruistic, although in 1843, with the 

English economy undergoing severe deflation, it might seem that some of the wealthy could have 

little to spare. 

Scrooge may have stated that any social obligations were discharged by state provision, financed 

through compulsory taxation, and in a way, he had a point. Public provision was not prompted by 

any sense of love, care or altruism, but did not require its subjects (clients, claimants, service users, 

what you will) to be attractive or grateful. In some cases, like free prescriptions (over 60 in England, 

any age in Scotland and Wales), subjects have found universal provision, while in others they would 

need to prove qualification or contribution. At least some public provision is universal, covering the 

clearly deserving and undeserving, the saint and the murderer alike. Universal public provision may 

be impersonal, but it does not rely on emotional appeals to the wealthy. If such provision had 

extended to decent universal public care for all, Scrooge might well have been justified in refusing to 

engage in a public display of personal largesse. 

Philanthropy has to be welcome when the alternative is no or inadequate provision, as is the case 

with many charitable initiatives today. However, when philanthropy and reliance on charity are 

deemed to be reasons for not making public provision, or for withdrawing it  – something over which 

Dickens did not make his views explicit – then this may be seen as pernicious. Even worse than that 

would be both to make no public provision and to have no philanthropy at all. Dickens was, for his 

time, a staunch reformer in attempting to oppose the punitive New Poor Law and calling upon 

people to be of goodwill and generous to their neighbours. 

Few would, I hope, be against generosity and goodwill; it is the replacement or avoiding of 

impersonal public provision that should be opposed. However, there are groups of ideologues who 



do oppose both public provision and charity. Both could be seen to distort the exercise of market 

forces and their consequences, and when the ice-cold neoliberal logic is followed through, it is at 

least consistent, if chilling. I suspect that the extreme libertarian right-wing Mises institute’s posting 

of 18 December 2000 is not tongue-in-cheek, although one could wish it so: 

https://mises.org/library/defense-scrooge.  The author, Michael Levin, a philosophy professor from 

New York, is a defender of eugenics, as well he might be. Bob Cratchit, he suggested, is paid what he 

is “worth”, or else he would work elsewhere. It is Cratchit’s responsibility, and thus his fault, if he 

has had children, and it is not Scrooge’s duty to provide for, or encourage, such irresponsibility. 

Cratchit is as unjustified in seeking a solitary day off for Christmas as Scrooge would be if he 

expected a day’s unpaid work from Cratchit. By lending money (what Levin assumes is Scrooge’s 

business), he is facilitating economic activity, and those who delay or fail in repayments are 

depriving others who could benefit from a loan from Scrooge. Dickens, Levin concludes, should not 

have made “the object of his lesson an entrepreneur whose ideas and practices benefit his 

employees, society at large, and himself. Must such a man expect no fairer a fate than to die scorned 

and alone?” It follows that an expectation that entrepreneurs should bestow charity will distort the 

natural allocation of resources and impoverish some of those who could benefit from the free 

exercise of market forces. The fate of those who are failed by market forces is, as might be expected 

from an admirer of eugenics, is to disappear in the long term through evolutionary processes; they 

simply will not reproduce, or will die.          

Scrooge the miser appears somewhat moderate in the face of such thinking, while Scrooge the 

philanthropist is positively beneficial. Yet there is an alternative logic: to rely on the largesse of the 

rich, the wealth-creators who may distribute some of their gains, is not sufficient. As Levin points 

out, Scrooge could change his mind from year to year! 

Where does this leave our own, highly commercialised, Christmas? The arguments about prisons and 

workhouses seem not so distant, given the punitive regime increasingly favoured towards many of 

the poor. To Scrooge’s doubts may be added some of the hurts expressed in the Talking Allowed 

group, in the presentation of an ideal of family, of generosity and bonhomie that many do not 

experience in a society characterised by so much loneliness, so much guilt and unfulfilled longing. 

One can now add to this the disappointment, over an event much-hyped but often falling short of 

expectation and hope; the cards sent but not received, the costly presents that are not always 

appreciated. The stress caused by maintaining illusions about family members with whom one is in 

close, and often unwelcome, temporary contact, runs against the feeling that family harmony and 

mutual enjoyment should prevail, but sometimes do not. Scrooge did not address such concerns, 

and indeed Dickens’ portrait of close families, like the Cratchits, has become part of the myth of 

modern Christmas. 

None of this is to devalue the virtues of individual generosity, of resources and spirit; of an organised 

and socially sanctioned opportunity to express love and care for others; of the unmistakeable 

warmth and security of many family relationships. When this does not apply, as often is the case, it 

is not Scrooge, miser or benefactor, to whom we should turn for enlightenment. Both he and 

Dickens were wrong.                
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