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Abstract Charles Dickens’ Little Dorrit incorporates an appealing realistic
treatment of social and institutional secrets. Realism is characterized by its
attention to details beyond the story world. This article proposes that Dickens
portrays social and institutional secrets as unfair game systems, controlled by
dominant authorities and represented by upper-class characters. This study
builds on game theory in an effort to spot the game system Dickens utilizes to
reflect the unfair interactions resulting from social and institutional secrets. It
is concluded that Dickens’ artistic skills as a realist are not limited to faithful
narrativity and mere accurate storytelling of events, rather it extends to utilizing
systematic and very detailed structural representations of the contest between
authorities hiding information and their victims in works like Little Dorrit,
reflecting the exact system that underlines similar social, institutional, secret-
based situations that Dickens observed in the world around him.
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1. Introduction
Little Dorrit is one of Charles Dickens’ novels that incorporates an appealing
A and realistic treatment of secrecy as the novelist captures the fruits of
concealing information both on institutional and social levels. This article
delves into the structural level in the story world of Little Dorrit in an effort
to understand Dickens’ way of depicting secrecy in a realistic way. The research
aims to prove that Dickens’ realistic approach to social and institutional secrets
focuses on portraying how the act of concealing specific information from victims
results in a contest between the two sides.
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The present study suggests that social and institutional practices of secrecy in
Dickens’ Little Dorrit are built upon a game-like system, providing the novel with a
systematic structure in which characters participate in a contest to conceal specific
information or disclose it. Moreover, the research argues that comprehending this
game system requires noticing that withholding specific information generates what
the researchers would like to call ‘manipulative information relations’. Moreover,
any concealed information is a secret because hidden information, whether private
or not, does affect other participants’ choices. The legitimacy of hiding information
is not within the study’s scope of interest, but rather how hiding this information
influences and directs the choices taken by others. Furthermore, whenever a piece of
information is withdrawn, another is presented or presents itself as an alternative,
which also affects the participants’ choices. This is exactly why winning or losing
secrecy games should be studied not only by merely analyzing the choices players
make, but rather by extending it to investigating the information upon which the
players make their choices.

For the players to overcome the danger of secrecy, they need to first realize that
they lack some specific information that the opponent has. When a player comes to
this realization, they would be stimulated to seek information, due to the recognition
that the existing knowledge is inadequate to maintain the potential goal. Moreover,
this step leads the player to understand that they have been in the wrong information
relation—which is the alternative reciprocal relation, i.e., games of manipulated
information—, and they start looking for the hidden information.

2. Method

The main and only question of the present article is how far the model ‘Games of
Information Disorders’ can explain the phenomenon of social and institutional
secrecy in Little Dorrit. The question is addressed by studying the two categories of
secrecy. The first category deals with the secrets hidden from a group of characters
representing social groups. The second category covers institutional corruption and
the act of collective deception practiced by institutions. Thus, by examining the
strategic choices of the characters within the above-mentioned categories—those
which generate information problems and those that undergo them—the study
introduces the structure of the novel’s game system and sheds light on how the
strategic choices of characters contribute both to creating and resolving the plot-
conflict.

Since studying strategic interaction is the main concern of game theory, this paper
utilizes it to study those revolving around secrets, including information concealers
and their victims’ choices and the very structure that frames their interaction in
situations of social and institutional secrets. Following Bennett’s claim that life is a
system of games (Bennett, 1977), the present research introduces the model of
‘Games of Information Disorders’, which is a set of information problem games
including ‘Games of Manipulated Information’, ‘Games of Incomplete Information’
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and ‘Games of Complete Information’. Nevertheless, games of complete and
incomplete information are originally presented in the classical game theory as
separate games, while the game of manipulated information is suggested in a thesis
from which the present research has been extracted.

According to Brams (2011), all aspects of a game with complete information need
to be mutually known by both players, thus asserting that when one player knows
something about “rules of play, the rationality rules, the preferences or payoffs of
every player for all possible states, and which player (if either) has moving, order,
or threat power” that the other player does not, the game is no more of complete
information (p. 288). The reason behind the importance of Brams’ statement is, as
this research indicates, that it alludes to the change in the information-relation from
being reciprocal to un-reciprocal as the lack of information about any of the
mentioned aspects results in changing the game type, from the game of complete
information to game of incomplete information.

Secrecy produces and forms two information-relations. The first is the un-
reciprocal relation which the information concealer is in control and the victim is
unaware of the existence of this relation at all because the information that it is
dependent upon is secret. At the same time, secrecy results in an alternative
reciprocal-information relation which is usually the result of the information
concealer telling a lie, or the victim generating alternative information thus basing
his or her choices upon it. This alternative reciprocal- information relation
represents, as the study supposes, the game of manipulated information and it is
different from the game of incomplete information for the very difference between
the nature of the information-relations in both of them. In other words, the relation
is un-reciprocal in the game of incomplete information, while it is reciprocal in the
game of complete information.

3. Results

The game structure of the novel demonstrates that “Dickens might not have wanted
just to show how the fabric of life is woven but how we readers can take the game
he was disguisedly proposing in order to guide our apprehension of the novel”
(Cabreira, 1996, pp. 184-185). Additionally, the model can also aid in observing how
“Dickens is slowly casting his net over us, preparing his game, until we are deeply
engulfed in it thus, we might notice that there is much more than just chaos in Little
Dorrit, and that its author had a very clear picture of what he wanted his
contemporaries to perceive” (Cabreira, 1996, p. 206).

Dickens utilizes narration to entrap his readers in the structural positions. For
instance, the readers get entrapped in the main plot exactly in the same games Arthur
is entrapped. On the other hand, the narration is designed so that the structure of the
sub-plot games is experienced differently by the readers. Thus, sometimes the
narration acts against the structural level of the characters, and instead of the readers
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being entrapped in a game of manipulated information with minor characters, they
are given hints about the secret. Therefore, they remain in the game of incomplete
information until the revelation of the secret and then move to the game of complete
information. However, with Mr. Merdle’s financial fraud, the readers are
intentionally exposed to a game of manipulated information and are thus on the same
structural level as the characters and they move together to the game of complete
information at the end.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

Dickens portrays social and institutional secrets as unfair game systems controlled
by dominant authorities represented by high-class characters within the frame of an
unfair interaction which the author derives from examples of real-life social and
institutional secrets. Skillful treatment of information granted Victorians authorial
power. Portraying hypocrisy as a moral disease, Little Dorrit mirrors the problematic
information behavior of social secrecy and reveals what sort of power it can bring
forth. Individuals get manipulated due to the lack of information, but they do not
necessarily experience an uncertainty about their knowledge nor do they suspect the
lack of it.

An example is the tenants of the greedy hypocritical landlord, Mr. Casby who
intentionally deceives the tenants. Moreover, he exposes alternative information to
them by showing his clerk, Mr. Pancks, as the evil consumer of their money so they
do not suspect him. Mr. Casby prevents the tenants from moving to the game of
complete information. Since Mr. Pancks understands that the tenants base their
judgments on disinformation, he is practically an active participant in the original
information-based relation within the game of complete information. This means
that he can make other participants join them in the game, which lessens the authorial
power of Mr. Casby. In this case, the tenants move from the game of manipulated
information to the game of complete information directly. Interestingly, the tenants
do not go through the game of incomplete information, thus not realizing the fact
that their knowledge about the landlord, Mr. Cashy, is incomplete, and it is only
when Mr. Pancks discloses the information they lack, that they directly move to the
game of complete information. This achieves the underlying intended reading that
this sub-plot is created for. The authorial power is presented to be both powerful and
at the same time easily defeated if societies collaborate to overcome the effect of
information manipulation and concealment.

Another instance of secret information in the novel’s sub-plots that follows the
same pattern of the games, which is the secret financial fraud. As Mr. Merdle, a
wealthy businessman in London also utilizes the feature of exposing and imprisoning
victims in a state of fake certainty about their knowledge. The narrator’s open
reference to him as someone nobody suspects supports the claim of the present study
that the novel showcases a group of characters lacking information in the sub-plot as
not capable of experiencing uncertainty in the stage of games of incomplete
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information. Consequently, Dickens demonstrates the weak performance of the
collective critical and analytical information evaluation skills in the low working
classes. Their submissive attitude is the result of their failure to realize the need to
obtain valid information about the people in charge.

The Circumlocution Office is conceived as a sort of mega-structure with multiple
competencies and broad implicit powers, the source of which remains entirely
unclear. Arthur realizes the condition of uncertainty that results from understanding
the lack of specific information; however, he reaches a dead end. Unlike the
aforementioned cases of sub-plot secrets, this instance goes only through two games
of manipulated information, and incomplete information. In other words, neither
Arthur nor no one else can reach the game of complete information. To conclude,
Dickens limits the characters who can experience the state of realizing the condition
of uncertainty and it is never anyone from the lower classes.
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