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Abstract

This article examines the role of social class in shaping the moral development of Pip, the
protagonist of Charles Dickens' novel Great Expectations (1861). Using qualitative textual
analysis and close reading, the study traces how Pip's sense of identity, values, and moral
judgment are consistently influenced by his changing social position. The analysis follows four
key stages of Pip's development: his early life as a working-class child, his growing shame about
his origins after meeting Estella and Miss Havisham, the corrupting effects of wealth and his so-
called 'great expectations,' and finally his moral awakening when he recognizes the true worth of
loyalty and human dignity. The findings suggest that Dickens uses Pip's journey to offer a
sustained critique of Victorian society's obsession with class and material wealth. The novel
ultimately argues that genuine moral growth is not produced by wealth or social status but by
self-knowledge, humility, and compassion. This article situates Pip's development within the
broader context of Victorian England, where rigid class boundaries shaped nearly every aspect of
life.
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Introduction. Charles Dickens is widely regarded as one of the most important novelists of
the Victorian era. Born in 1812 into a family that experienced financial hardship, Dickens
developed a deep awareness of the social inequalities that defined nineteenth-century England.
His novels consistently engage with questions of poverty, wealth, ambition, and morality, and
they reflect both his personal experiences and the conditions of the society he observed. Great
Expectations, published in 1861, is one of his most celebrated works and is considered by many
critics to be his finest novel.

Victorian England was a society in which social class determined almost every aspect of a
person's life, from their occupation and education to their social interactions and sense of self-
worth. The rigid class hierarchy placed the landed gentry and the emerging wealthy middle class
at the top, while the working poor and artisans occupied the lower rungs. Mobility between
classes was possible but difficult, and those who rose in status were often judged not only by
their wealth but by their manners, education, and associations. This cultural environment created
intense pressure on individuals to conform to the expectations of their social rank, and it
produced deep anxieties about identity and belonging.

At the center of Great Expectations is Pip, a boy who grows up in the marshes of Kent under
the care of his sister and her husband, the blacksmith Joe Gargery. Pip's life changes dramatically
when he receives a mysterious inheritance and travels to London to become a gentleman. The
novel follows his journey from childhood poverty to affluence and eventually to a kind of moral
maturity that requires him to reject many of the values he had adopted along the way. As a
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bildungsroman — a novel of personal growth and moral education — the story is deeply
concerned with what it means to be a good person and whether goodness can coexist with social
ambition.

The purpose of this article is to analyze how social class shapes Pip's moral development
throughout the novel. The central argument is that Pip's moral decline and eventual regeneration
are both caused by his changing relationship to class and wealth. By tracing the stages of his
development, this study aims to show how Dickens uses the character of Pip to critique the
values of Victorian society and to propose that true moral worth lies not in status or fortune but
in the quality of one's character. The research question guiding this study is: in what ways does
social class shape the moral development of Pip in Charles Dickens' Great Expectations?

Methods. This study employs qualitative textual analysis as its primary method. Qualitative
textual analysis is a well-established approach in literary studies that involves the careful,
interpretive reading of a text in order to identify patterns, themes, and meanings. Rather than
quantifying data, this approach seeks to understand how meaning is constructed through
language, narrative, and character. It is particularly well suited to the analysis of novels, where
character development unfolds through dialogue, action, and the narrator's perspective.

The main method used in this article is close reading, which involves paying careful
attention to the specific language, imagery, and details of selected passages from the novel.
Close reading allows the researcher to move beyond plot summary and to analyze the ways in
which language choices contribute to the construction of character and theme. In the context of
this study, close reading helps to reveal the subtle and sometimes contradictory ways in which
Pip's sense of self and his moral judgments are shaped by his social environment.

Passages were selected for analysis based on their relevance to two central concerns: social
class and moral behavior. This involved identifying moments in the novel where Pip's attitude
toward his own class or the class of others is made explicit, as well as moments where his moral
character is tested or revealed. Particular attention was paid to scenes involving key characters
such as Joe Gargery, Miss Havisham, Estella, Magwitch, and Herbert Pocket, since these
relationships are central to Pip's development. The selected passages were then read carefully
and placed in the context of the novel's broader narrative arc, drawing on secondary critical
sources to support and deepen the interpretation.

Secondary sources consulted for this study include academic articles and book chapters that
address themes of class, identity, and morality in Victorian literature and in Great Expectations
specifically. These sources were used to situate the textual analysis within existing scholarly
conversations and to provide interpretive frameworks where appropriate. The overall aim of the
methodology is to produce a reading of the novel that is grounded in the text itself while also
being informed by relevant critical perspectives.

Results. The textual analysis reveals that Pip's moral development follows a clear but
complex arc that is consistently shaped by his awareness of social class. This arc can be divided
into four stages: his early childhood identity rooted in the working class, his growing sense of
shame and desire for gentility, the corrupting effects of wealth on his values, and finally his
moral crisis and eventual self-realization. Each of these stages reflects a different relationship
between social position and moral behavior.
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Joe represents a kind of moral touchstone throughout the novel. He is uneducated and lacks
the social refinements that will later become important to Pip, but he is honest, loving, and
deeply good. The early sections of the novel suggest that the blacksmith's forge is a morally
uncomplicated world, one in which goodness is not measured by wealth or status but by loyalty
and kindness. Pip, at this stage, is largely content with who he is. His identity is rooted in his
community and his relationship with Joe, and his sense of self is not yet troubled by the
hierarchies of class.

This moment marks the beginning of a moral deterioration. Pip's desire for Estella's
approval and his growing admiration for the world she represents cause him to reject his own
identity and to devalue the people who genuinely love him. He begins to find Joe's manner
embarrassing rather than endearing. He feels ashamed of his sister's coarse household and longs
for the refinement and elegance of Satis House. Dickens makes clear that these feelings are not
simply the natural ambitions of a young man but are morally corrupting. Pip is trading authentic
human relationships for a fantasy of social elevation. His desire to become a gentleman is
inseparable from a desire to escape his origins and, in doing so, he begins to abandon the values
— loyalty, gratitude, humility — that had characterized him as a child.

When Pip receives his mysterious inheritance and travels to London, his moral decline
accelerates. He spends extravagantly, accumulates debts, and treats his generosity toward
Herbert Pocket as a secret project rather than an act of true friendship. More significantly, he
distances himself from Joe with increasing deliberateness. When Joe comes to visit him in
London, Pip is embarrassed and uncomfortable, relieved when Joe leaves. The narrator, looking
back, is candid about how poorly he behaved: Joe's visit, he admits, was not a welcome one, and
this admission reveals the depth to which Pip's values have been distorted by his new
circumstances.

The novel is careful to show that the corrupting force is not wealth itself but the ideology of
class that accompanies it. Pip does not become merely selfish; he becomes a snob. He is
ashamed of the right things — of honest labor, of loyalty to those who are less polished — and
proud of the wrong things, including his fashionable clothes and his fashionable friends. He even
harbors condescending feelings toward Magwitch when the convict reveals himself as the true
source of Pip's fortune. Pip's first instinct is one of revulsion: the very man whose suffering he
had once compassionately tried to relieve is now an embarrassment because he lacks the social
respectability that Pip has come to worship.

Dickens uses Pip's reaction to Magwitch's revelation as one of the novel's most powerful
moral moments. Pip had constructed an elaborate fantasy in which his wealth came from Miss
Havisham and was therefore respectable and socially legitimate. The discovery that his
benefactor is an escaped convict — a man from the very lowest rungs of society — strips away
this fantasy and forces Pip to confront the snobbery and ingratitude that his expectations have
produced in him. At this point, the reader can see most clearly how thoroughly social class has
distorted Pip's moral judgment.

The final stage of Pip's development is marked by a gradual and painful process of self-
recognition and moral recovery. Several events contribute to this transformation. The decline and
death of Miss Havisham, who is finally forced to confront the damage her bitterness has caused,
offers Pip a model of the consequences of living according to resentment and obsession rather
than love. More importantly, his growing respect and eventually genuine affection for Magwitch
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teaches him the most fundamental lesson of the novel: that class and social respectability are
poor guides to human worth.

As Pip nurses the dying Magwitch, he comes to recognize the man's essential humanity and
goodness. He tells him, in one of the novel's most moving passages, that his daughter — Estella,
as it turns out — is alive and has become a lady. This scene represents a turning point because
Pip is no longer motivated by self-interest or social calculation. He is acting out of compassion
and human solidarity, in a way that recalls the boy who once stole food for a desperate stranger
on the marshes. The circle is complete, and Pip has returned, in moral terms, to something closer
to his original self — though now enriched by experience and understanding.

Pip's reconciliation with Joe, although understated, is another significant indicator of his
moral recovery. He returns to the forge as a humbled man, stripped of his fortune and his
illusions, and he acknowledges the depth of Joe's goodness in a way that he had been incapable
of doing during his years of prosperity. The simplicity and honesty of Joe's world, which once
seemed to him a source of embarrassment, is now revealed as a source of moral truth.

Discussion. The findings of the textual analysis confirm that social class is not simply a
background condition in Great Expectations but the central force that drives Pip's moral
development. At every stage of his life, Pip's sense of what is good, admirable, and worth
pursuing is shaped by his understanding of class and his position within the class hierarchy. This
is, in part, a realistic reflection of Victorian society, in which class determined so much of how
individuals understood themselves and others. But Dickens goes further than simply describing
this reality; he subjects it to sustained and sharp critique.

One of Dickens' most important arguments in the novel is that the Victorian class system is
morally bankrupt because it assigns value to the wrong things. It rewards the appearance of
gentility rather than genuine goodness, and it encourages people to be ashamed of honest labor
while admiring wealth and idleness. Pip's story illustrates the human cost of this system. A
naturally good-hearted child is gradually corrupted by internalizing these values, and the process
of his recovery is essentially a process of unlearning them. The novel argues, through Pip's
experience, that moral health requires a rejection of the class system's false values.

This argument has a broader social dimension as well. Dickens was writing at a time when
questions about social mobility, the nature of gentility, and the moral dimensions of wealth were
subjects of intense public debate. The emergence of a wealthy middle class had challenged the
traditional association of social status with aristocratic birth, and new fortunes were being made
in trade and industry. In this context, Great Expectations asks what it really means to be a
gentleman, and it proposes an answer that cuts against the grain of conventional Victorian
thinking: true gentlemanliness is a matter of character, not class. Joe, the illiterate blacksmith, is
in many ways the most genuine gentleman in the novel, while many of the novel's actual
gentlemen are exposed as hollow or corrupt.

Pip's development also illustrates a more general truth about the psychology of social
aspiration. His shame about his origins is not an individual failing but a predictable response to a
social environment that systematically degrades the working class. When Estella mocks his
hands and boots, she is giving voice to values that Victorian society endorsed, and Pip's
internalization of her contempt is a realistic portrayal of the way in which social ideologies are
transmitted through personal relationships. This aspect of the novel makes it relevant beyond its
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historical context, since the dynamics of class shame and social aspiration that Dickens describes
are not limited to Victorian England.

Conclusion. This article has argued that social class is the primary force shaping the moral
development of Pip in Great Expectations. Through close reading of key passages and stages in
Pip's life, it has traced the ways in which his moral character is formed, deformed, and eventually
reformed in response to his changing social position. As a child in the working-class world of the
marshes, Pip displays natural compassion and loyalty. His encounters with Estella and Miss
Havisham instill in him a sense of shame about his origins and a desire for a social elevation that
gradually corrupts his values. The wealth and status he eventually acquires deepen this
corruption, producing a snobbery and ingratitude that distances him from the people who
genuinely love him. Only when his great expectations collapse and he is stripped of his illusions
does Pip begin to recover his moral bearings, finding his way back to the values of loyalty,
compassion, and human dignity that had characterized him in childhood.

The analysis shows that Dickens uses Pip's journey to offer a pointed critique of the
Victorian class system and its distorting effects on individual character. The novel rejects the
idea that wealth or social status is the measure of human worth, and it proposes instead that
genuine moral value lies in the quality of one's inner life and one's relationships with others. This
1s a message that was at odds with many of the dominant values of Victorian England, and it
gives the novel much of its enduring power and relevance.

Ultimately, Great Expectations suggests that moral growth is not a gift of fortune but an
achievement of self-knowledge. Pip becomes a better person not because he becomes wealthier,
but because he learns to recognize and resist the false values that wealth and class had imposed
on him. In this sense, the novel's moral is not simply about the dangers of ambition but about the
importance of remaining true to what is genuinely good, regardless of the pressures of social
expectation.

References:

1. Dickens, C. (1861). Great Expectations. Chapman and Hall.

2. Ackroyd, P. (1990). Dickens. HarperCollins.

3. Brooks, P. (1984). Reading for the plot: Design and intention in narrative. Harvard
University Press.

4. Gilmour, R. (1981). The idea of the gentleman in the Victorian novel. Allen and Unwin.
5. House, H. (1941). The Dickens world. Oxford University Press.

6. Jaffe, A. (1991). Vanishing points: Dickens, narrative, and the subject of omniscience.
University of California Press.

7. Waters, C. (1997). Dickens and the politics of the family. Cambridge University Press.

1898

https://ijmri.de/index.php/jmsi COMPANY: GERMAN INTERNATIONAL JOURNALS



	Abstract
	This article examines the role of social class in 
	Methods. This study employs qualitative textual an
	Results. The textual analysis reveals that Pip's m
	Discussion. The findings of the textual analysis c
	Conclusion. This article has argued that social cl
	References:

