
"GREAT EXPECTATIONS": 
AN INTRODUCTION 
Peter Mayo 

Manyoonsider Great Expectations to ibe Dickens' maste:rpiece. It 
is slUpel'bly funny, ps)"ooologicaHy very penetratiing, thematically perfect 
and morally 'solUnd. The novel may Ibe regarded as an indictment of 
Victorian society at large for its oomplacency, adherence to false values 
and its iobsession with material wealth. 

The theme is therefiore serious enough and the setting throughout 
rather sombre. What really mitigates the atmosphere of bleakness that 
pervades the norvel is Dickens' successful use of hUmolUr w1h:!ch many 
critias ,regaTd as the distincJ:i;ve feature of his work. The author employs 
humour in various ways. For instance, it constiltutes an essential element 
in his characterization. ,It is this aspect of Dickens' work which, in G.K. 
Ohesterton's words, enalbles him to stand peerless "in the art of '0on­
veying what a 1ffia!l1. 1000Iks like art: first sight". iMrs Jloe, Pip's ,sister and 
~ardian wiho is constantly 'on the Rampage' and controls the rest of the 
family 'by hand', is desoribed !by her IbJ.1other as foHows: 

"My sistBr, Mrs Joe, with b~ack hair and eyes, had such /al prevailing reooesfi 
of skin that I sometimes used to wonder whether it was possible she washed herself 
with a nutmeg-grater instearl of soap." 

Mr Purublechooik, the hilaJ.1iJous im:postor, is considered by Gissing 
to be a "SOUrlCe of inelXtinguiSlhable laughter". Orlick and his fellow 
rObbers sOlUght to silence him !by stuffing '"his mouth full of flowering 
annuals to prewent his crytng lout". At times, the effect is plUrely visual. 
Tirabb's bo~ willl1nger in the reader's memory as some kind of popular 
village character, parodying the gentlemanly airs of his social !betters. 
Wemmic:k will be remembered 1I10t so much :DOT his oibsessilon wiltih 
'pOlrtable property' as for the habit of allowing his arm to steal around 
Miss Sikiiifins' waist, only to be gently and decorously unWlound again. 

Dickens also dmws on humour to enliven his description of 
variOlUs scenes. One may point as an example to Wemmiaik's over­
elaborate dwelling. He has, Ludicnously conrvoerted a tiny cottage into 
what has turned out to be a parody of t1he Gothic castle. The dia10gue is 
equally hUm'o!rous throughout. Examples would include !Rip's highly 
imaginative account lof his first visit to ISatis House, all of which is pure 
falbrication;the aonvict's tmeats in the opening ,chapter which recall the 
swaggering, ranting bullies of the Pantomime and the sarcastic state­
ments included in Miss Havisham's wm, whereby !Miss Sarah oihtaiil1ed 
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twenty-five pounds a year to buy pills, being bilious, while Miss Camilla 
got five pounds to buy rushlights "to put her in the spirits" when slhe 
woke up at night. 

Without such humour, Dickens' work would have been denied 
much of its vitality. Its function in the novel is that of providing comic 
relief, a welcome !break from the depressing scenes of poverty and 
crime.lMoreover, its strong presence in the opening chapters helps render 
Dickens' account 'of Pip'i9 'childhood psychologically very ,penetrating. 
One may ifefer to Pip's account ,of ,what he considered as tihe 'rouglh' 
treatment meted lout to him by the COllliVict: 

"The man, after looking at me for a moment, turned me: upside d'oi\vn, and 
emp,tied my pockets. There wa~ nothing in them but a piece of bread. When 11he 
church came to itself - for he was s'o sudden and strong that he made it go head 
over heels bed'ore me, ailld I saw the steeple under my feet - when the church 
cal.11e to itself, I say, I was seated on a high tombstone, trembling, while he ate the 
bread ravenously." 

P~p's account is humorous and here we are :provided with a clear 
example IQf the Ohild's tendency tlQ transfer movement on to the sur­
roundilllgs. In this respect, the account is somewhat reminiscent of the 
fiollowing lines from lBook One IOf WOl1dsworth's Prelude: "Yet still the 
solitary oliffs / wheeled by me -even as if the earth had 110Ued / with 
visible moHon her diurnal round." 

Dickens' insight into the p~yohologyofClhildren is best revealed 
in the second and third chapters. Pip :is a sensitive child and acutely 
guilt-conscious. As Angus Calder maintains, Guilt rather than Innocence 
is the moral element fof the child. Pip steals the pie from Mrrs Joe and 
is constantly haunted by the spect,re of himself as a thief. This is bril­
liantly bI10lUght out in the passage where 'he 1magines the cows, emerging 
from the fog, to greet him with the words: "Holloa, young thief!" What 
adds ;bo the signifkance IOf these words is the ;fact that ;Pip is albout 
to help an escaped convict. His guilt feelings reach their climax in the 
scene leading 'On to Mrs. Joe's discovery of the missing pie and the 
soldiers' inadvertent arrival at the Gargerys': 

"My Sister went ,out to get it. I heard her steps: proceed to the pantry. I saw 
Mr Pumblechook balance his knife. I saw re-awakening appetite in the Roman 
nostrils of Mr Wopsle. I heard Mr Hubble r,emark that 'a b~t of savoury pork pie 
would lay latop of anything you could mention, and do no' harm,' and I heard Joe 
say, 'You shall have some, Pip.' I have never beenabs01uteJ.y certain whether I 
uttered a shrilL yell of terror, merely in spirit, or in the bodily hearing of the 
company. I feU that I could b,ear no more, and that I must run away." 

The 'reader is allowed to feel the tension ,suffered !by Pip through­
out. 'Jihe child is on the verge of panic, gripped by the fear of being 
found out and the tension simmers to such an extent that he is com­
pelled to mn ,for his 'life'. His escape as lha1rt:ed by a group of soldiers 
and, once again, Pip',s guilt consdousness is SiO great that he imagines 
that 'One !Off them "held out a pair of handcuffs to me, saying, 'Here you 
are, look shaf!p, come on!' " 
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Pip never rids himself tOf the guilt complex. When a young man, 
he rebukes Ihimseltf for his hehaviour towards Joe and Biddy, although 
he never aJIters his condescending attitude. On the way to London, his 
remorse t5 so great that he contemplates descending fl10m the coach 
and walking all the way back to the forge for 'a better parting'. However, 
he spends too mOCih time deliberalting and before he reaches a decisi'On, 
the caach is already half way along the road to Londan. Guilt feelings 
are once aga<iJn aroused when news reaches him of Orlick's attack 00 his 
elder sister and of the discovery of a file lying next to her. 

These guilt pangs enable us to feel'tihe actual pulsation of Ftp's 
'inner life'. It would be interesHng to remark that E.M. F!Ofster cTiticized 
Dickens' novels preciseiy on the grounds that most of hitS characters are 
two-dimensional and therefQlfe laok an 'inner life'. This, of course, can­
not be true IQif Pip. NOtf is it true of Miss Havisham, an eocentrk lady 
whose charaoter admittedly verges on caricature. Slhe tnlhalbits a world 
of her own, the features of which are symbolized by the images 'Of 
decadence apparent throughout Satis House. Critics regard such images 
as the 'black f1ungus' and tfhe 'speckled-legged spidens 'with 'bllOltchy bo­
dies' as a reflection of Miss HavishaJffi's sick mind, symbols of her dark 
and putrefying emotions. Wemmick is another interesting dharacter. His 
obsession with 'portable property' and his advocation :of selfish art:­
titudes suggest that he is a mere cardboard figure, a tYlPical inhabitant 
of 'Little BriItain', and an tntegral part 'Of its legal machinery. But there 
is another side to hi'S character. Outside 'Little Britain' he is less clinical 
and therefore more humane. In him, as in Jaggers, we discover a split­
petfsiOnality, and this aspect of characterization once agatn reveals the 
quality od' the novel's psychologi:cal penetration. Characters like Jaggers, 
Miss Havisham and Wemmick are therefore exp1ared in greater depth 
than a strictly Itw,o-dimensi'onal figure would be. 

However, Forster's remark ,is very true of the majority of the 
characters in Great Expectations. They are flat figures exhibiting one 
dominant trait. This aspect 'af Dickens' novels should n'ot /be regarded as 
a weaknes!s'. 1F0r these 'tlhumb-nail sketches' serve to' provide tlhe wark 
with an infinite 'Variety whvoh is a proper reflecti'On of the infinite 
variety that is life irtself. Thmugh Dickens' sleight IOf hand, these cari­
catures create an illusion of life'ls richness. They people the canvas in 
such a way as to furnish Pip with a colaUJ:'ful background that thr:ows 
his own oharacter intO' sharper relief. 'f.he figures are memorable and 
include the ipatI'looizing LPumbledho'ok, boisterous Old Bill BarLey (',old 
gruff and grim'), the fawning Giorgiana ('an indigestive little woman 
who caned her rigidity herr love'), the mimicking Traibb's boy, Jaggers, 
forever throwing hts finger afiQund and washing :his hands, the stranger 
stirring his drink with a file, the tough high-shouldered IMr Hulbble and 
Molly, 'a wild :beast tamed'. The list is inexhaustible. 

It is IOften ar:gued that quite a few lof these characters, including 
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Miss Havisham, are not realistic. However, few can deny that characters 
like Pumblechook and Miss Havisham are memorable. Their success is 
partly due to 1Jhe imaginative treatment which DiJCkens affords them, 
whereby the reader is forced to allow that 'wiLling 'suspens~on of dis­
belief' that cihru-acterizes most works 'of art. Like the alchemist, Dickens 
succeeds in turning base-metal into pUlre gold. One also ought to re­
maI1k that most 'Of these Ichwacters are presented as Pip recalls tJhem. 
One would hardly expect him to recall much more than their dominant 
trait. Moroover, the entire novel Icentres around .Pip's education, a 
process which involves a troositilon £rom a shivering ohild with limited 
horizlonsto a snobb1sh youngster with ItheWlorld at hJs feet, finally lead­
ing on to his attainment of intellectual humility. As Isuoh, tlhe rest of the 
oharacters are subordinated to hilm, the only deve~opLng ch.aracter in uhe 
novel. This, however, does not justify Dickens' failure to conceive Estel­
la's character in the J"ound. One CanlIlot help feeling that :she, Hke Pip, 
ought .to jhave been a developing character. 

Estella is, in fact, presented as a straightflonvard type, a girl 
devoid of all tenderness oodcompassion, made to suppress her feelings. 
She i,s as c01d and detached as the stars which !her name suggests. The 
name 'Estella' may, therefore, be regarded as typical'ly Jonsonian. The 
Estella theme is quite unconvincing since lit is founded 'On Miss 
Havisham's eocentricity and her transition to a sympathetic person is 
too sudden. ,It is the result of her odd decision to marry the tough, 
pru-asitic and sulky Bentley Drummle. Yet her relationship with Drummle 
is not explored. We are therfloce deibarred from w~tneslSing a pr:ocess 
whicih brought about .such an important ohange in charalctetr. 1'he EstelIa 
theme may thetrefore lbe regarded as highly artificial and attests to the 
presence of a strong element of melodrama ,in Dickens' work. 

Great Expectations abounds wit:h passagels whkh may be dis­
missed as pure meliQidlfama and a case in point would be tlhe showdown 
between EsteUa and !Miss Hcwisham in Chapter 38: 

" 'So p~oud, so proud!' moaned Miss Havisham, pUSih'ing away her grey hair 
with both her hands. 

'Who 1JalUght me to be proud?' returned Estel1a. 'Who praised me when I 
Learnt my lesson?' 

'So hard, so hard!' moaned Miss Havistham with her former action. 
'Who taught me to be hard?' returned Estella. 'Who praised me when I 

learnt my lesson?' " 
The rhetoric is highly artificial, in a passage which provides one 

of the very few instances where EsteIIa gives vent to the frulStrated 
paSSions liur1king beneath iller sUlrflace of rutJhlessness, pride and propriety. 

The EislteHa tJheme inevttably leads tio the consideration of another 
aspect of Di0~ens' nOlVel - Plot. It is often argued that Dickens' plots 
constitute one of the least successful features of his work. For instance, 
Estella's tragic melodrama does not lead to its logical conclusion. She 
was mrn out of tragedy, lived tragi!Cally and should therefore have come 
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to a tragic end. Slh:e is also the primary source of Pip's illusions. There­
fore, one feels that a regenerate Pip, admittedly a sadder but wiser 
perSian, should have had her completely ban~shed from his life. More­
over, tlheir final meeting, which is purely accidental in that Pip visits 
a derelict Satis House fohlowingan absence of siXJteen years, is hardly 
convincing and may be regarded as a ooncession tlo public taste. Dickens 
had been publishing the novel in serial form and acted on the advice 
of his publisher, Bulwer Lyttoo, who !believed that the haJl)py ending 
would satisfy the taste of tihe Victorians better than the more appro­
priate tragical conciusiJon which Diokens had lotriginally planned. Dic:kens 
can therefore be talken to task for having pnostituted hts art. 

One can .point to iOthetr sno!ltcomings in D1akens' plot. As with 
Hardy, it relies too heavily on coincidence. For instance, 'Estella, the 
object of Pip',g :desire and the soUtrce of change in !his aspirations, happens 
to be the dauglhteT of that very same lConvict wlho is Pip's Ibenefactor. 
CompeysOlll, the man who finally betrayed Magwitch and who had 
originally fought h~m on the marshes, was tihe suitor who jilted Miss 
Havisham. The deus ex machina element is employed freely as when a 
note discovered jby Herlbert PiOloket allows Trabb's boy to turn up un­
expectedly at Sluice HOUiSle and resoue Pip. Coincidences such as that 
involving the relationship between Estella and Pip allow Dickens to 
make ample use of irony, a very implotrtant element in Great Expectations 
since it is closely related Uo the novel's tiheme IOf false pride. It is iIfonic 
that the excessively proud Estella, the evil Isource responsible for 
activating the dark spot in Bip's character, was 'the daUg1hter of none 
other than a jail-bilfd and a murderess. 

CritLcs poi.!l1t to a i£urther wea:kness in Diakens' novels. His exces­
sive use of pathos pfIOmpted them to accuse him of sentimentalirty. Many 
of his dharactetrs sob frooly. One may refer as an ,example to the many 
convicts Who, lilke Magwitoh, rcceilVed their' death senteoces at the Old 
Bailey. Their contrasting ifeeilings and emotional states alI'e evocatively 
described and such paitihos may be excused on tihe grounds: that it 
enhances the 'Scene's realism. Equally rouching is Dic1rens' description 'Of 
Mrs Joe's death which somehow parallels another famous deseri.ption 'Of 
his, that of Stepjhen Blackpool's rescue and passing away in Hard Times: 

"They 'OOrried ihdm very gentliy along the fields, and down the lanes, and 
over the wide landscape, Rachel always holding the hand "in hers. Very few 
whispers broke the llltOurnd'ul silence. It was SO'OI1 '3. mournful proeessioo.. The star 
had shown him where to f1nd the God of the poor; and through humility, and 
sorrow, :and fo.rgiveness, he ihad gone to his redeemer's Irest." 

Sum pathos may be t!OO explicit to satisfy the modetrn taste Wfhioh 
demands subtlety in tihe conveyance of feelings. Hiowcvetr, there lis pathos 
of a graver kind in this novel. The peaceful death of Magwitch, a man 
more sirm'ed against than sinning, has a subtle dignity which gives the 
entire scene a tragic air. The huJ.;k;s, ,graveyard, Newgate and the overall 
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bleak setting also suggest sadness, wlhich is the prevailing mood of this 
novel. This aspect of Dickens' art is no doubt spoilt by the novel's COl11-

ventional ending. 

The distinguiSlhing :note of sadness provides a clear inditcation a:; 
to the seriiousneStS !of the novel's tiheme. Throughtout this novel, Dickens 
e..'lCposes the inhumanity and complacency of a Victorian middle class 
wholly given to materialistic values. It is a society which places great 
importance on money, or 'portable property' as \Vemmick calls wt, s.ought 
through the efforts of the labouring classes 'of which oharacters like 
Biddy and Jloe Gargery are representative. In Londion, Pi'p and his :fellow 
parasites thrive on money wh10h ~s not the product lof their own en­
deavours but someone eLse's. The idea of 'portable pl1operty' (Siocial 
historians prefer the term 'movable property') was very much an illusion 
which even members of the oppressed classes harboured. Mrs Gargery, 
for instance, 'enj!oys asserting Iher dignity in public, carrying sundry 
articles !On lher trips to [own "mUloh as Cleopatra or any sovereign 
lady on the Rampage migtht 'exlhibit her .wealth in a pa;geant or proces­
sion". Magwitch, for his part, aspires to the ideal :of that very same 
social class wlhidh rendered him an outcast. ,Instead of contributing to 
its overthrow, si11lCe its interests run 'contrary to thnse 'of his down­
trodden class, he imbues its 0'WIn fa1se rvailUes,oherishing the ambition 
of making 'a gentleman', dn the Victorian sense of the w;ord, out of Pip. 
If there need be pl100f that siociety ibrainwaslhes its !Own outcasts, then 
Magwitch provides it. 

Closely Hnked with 'portaible property' is Itlhe idea of acquisitive 
gain which inevitably breeds seIfislhness. And selfdsh Icharactem ab,ound 
throughout Great Expectations. M~ss Havislham is cr.-eady to putrefy a 
young girl's emotions to .satisfy her perverse whims. Pip is selfish in 
pursuit of material gain, to 1Jhe 'extent that he almost renounces his close 
relations who become mere country cousins in his eyes. Part of his 
moral improvement rests in the selfl'e!ss attitude shown towards Herbert 
and Magwitch. The theme of selfishness is best eXlpcr.-esseid Iby Wemmkk, 
inside Little Britain: 

"CholOSe your bridge, Mr ~ip ... and take a walk upon your bridge, and 
you know the end of 'it. Serve a fr1end with lit, ,and you may lmow the end of it 
too - but lit's a less pleasant and profitarbIe end." 

Sel1iishness is related to othe!f vices in ,this novel, partkula;rly 
expLoitation. Dickens must ihave 'regarded the vice as a hallmark of 
Victorian society at large. This was a pertod when criminals were de­
ported with a view to peopling the new colonies. Childiren were often 
victims ofexplloitatlion in a society ['endered infamolUlSl thr:ough Lhe 
establishment of several workshops which thrived on Child-labour (cf 
Oliver Twist). Estella is expl'oited by Miss HaviSlham tio su1t the latter's 
whims. Pip is likewise e,xploited by this woman who derives immense 
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pleasure from seeing Estella hreaik his heart. Pumblechook is equally 
guilty of exploitation. An impostor, !he poses as the s'orurce of Pip's 
newly-acquired gentlemanly status. 

This status renders Pip a rather proud y,oungster. lFall5ie Pride is 
a very important theme in this nlo'Vel and both Estella and Pip are 
guilty in this respect. Ever since Estella deplored !his coarse hands, 
Pip aspired to !become a gentleman, feeling dissatisfied with his pro­
letarian background. His wOl'k at the forge (became an embarassment. 
His newly-acquired pride as a gentleman eV1entually turned Siour on him 
as [he disoovered that Magwitch was his benefactor. Estella's haughtiness 
is likewise run[1ounded, a murderess and a man of vilolence beimg her 
parents. The point Dlckens is trying to make is that any society whioh 
prides itself !on its unearned prosperity has no legitimate cause to do so. 

The 'Little Britain' theme sheds light on another unsavoury 
aspect of VictJorian society. It is a society which: shows no mercy t:o­
wards those individuals it rejects and starves to death. Whatever his 
good intentions, a criminal is regarded as a criminal and is Judged ac­
oordingly. While he would have accepted Miss Havisham as his be­
rrefaJCtoress, Pip recoils at the idea of :being patI10nized :b~ a jail-bird. 
Herbert reveals a similar prejudice when refusimg to occupy 1fue chair 
Magwitch :had just vacated. And yet criminals like Magwitch and Mony 
and all those· who soibbingly received ,their sentence at the Old Bailey 
were halfdly mo:re guilty than the Oompeysons, Havishams and Pumble­
ch oaks of the Victorian world. MoIly was a murderess, literally taking 
someone else's life. Miss Habitsham's mime was 'haTdly less !hideous in 
that she destroyed the soul of a destitute young girl, denying her all 
those qualities oharacterizing a ihuman bemg.If anything, the oOllwiots' 
guilt is extenuated by 1fu'eir 'own poverty. Reading 1Jhrouglh the no~vel we 
become aware that, in Victorian 'S,ociety, only the rich can enj'oy justice. 
The poor are nearly always hard done by. But they can always suffer 
their misfortunes with dignity as Magwitoh does when Ihe is formally 
doomed: "I ihave reoeived my sentence from the ALmighty but I bow 
to yours." 

Dickens' denunciation of Victorian complacency and :brutality is 
naturally motivated by positive principl'es .of conduct, Isruggested by a 
regenerate Pip, ,ready to help Herbert and to devote himseLf entireJy to 
Magwitch's :cause. But perhaps tlhese Iprinciples find their perfect 
emhodiment in Joe Gargery, an 'honest-to-goodness' character. He has 
no notions of artificiality, looking like 'a scarecr;lfvv' in ht5: SlLl1day best 
and appearing quite at home in his working doii..~es. He may be loo:;::ed 
upon as the pers1onificati:on of moral dignity and humble worth. In Biddy's 
words, he is "a worthy, worthy man ... who ever did his duty in his way 
of life, with a strong hand, a quiet tongue, and agentle ~}!~a:rt"~, ;Hev.,ras: 
tolerant towards the slhrewish Mrs Joe and' the insolent gnown-ulp' Pip' .. 
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When the recaptured convict admits to having eaten the pie, he replies: 
"God km{)WS you're welcome to it - S{) far as it was ever mine ... We 

don't know what you have done, but we wouldn't have you starved for it, poor 
mi~erable fellow-crootur - would us, Pip?" 

Perhaps Fyodor Dostoevsky had J oe Gargery in mind when he 
acknowledged Dickens as "that great Christian'. 
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