
study guide for great expectations
Study Guide for Great Expectations is a comprehensive resource designed to
help students and readers navigate Charles Dickens' classic novel. First
published in 1860-61, "Great Expectations" is a coming-of-age story that
explores themes of growth, social class, and personal morality through the
eyes of the protagonist, Pip. This guide will delve into key elements of the
novel, including its characters, themes, and motifs, as well as provide a
summary of each chapter, discussion questions, and tips for analyzing the
text.

Overview of the Novel

"Great Expectations" follows the life of an orphan named Pip, who dreams of
rising above his humble beginnings. The narrative is set in early 19th-
century England and is marked by Pip's encounters with various characters who
shape his understanding of wealth, ambition, and self-worth. The novel is
rich in social commentary, particularly regarding the class system of
Victorian England.

Author Background

Charles Dickens (1812-1870) was an English writer and social critic known for
his vivid characters and depictions of Victorian society. His works often
reflect his own experiences with poverty and social injustice, which is
evident in "Great Expectations." The novel was serialized in "All the Year
Round," a periodical owned by Dickens, allowing for immediate feedback from
readers and influencing the writing process.

Summary of Key Characters

Understanding the characters of "Great Expectations" is crucial to grasping
the novel's themes and the protagonist's journey. Below is a list of the
primary characters:

Pip (Philip Pirrip): The protagonist, an orphan who aspires to become a
gentleman.

Estella: The beautiful but cold-hearted ward of Miss Havisham, whom Pip
loves.

Miss Havisham: A wealthy, eccentric woman who raises Estella to break



men's hearts.

Joe Gargery: Pip's kind-hearted brother-in-law and a blacksmith.

Magwitch (Abel Magwitch): A convict who becomes Pip's secret benefactor.

Jaggers: A lawyer who manages Pip's finances and acts as an intermediary
for Magwitch.

Herbert Pocket: Pip’s friend and fellow apprentice, who supports him
throughout his journey.

Mrs. Joe Gargery: Pip's abusive sister, who raises him with Joe.

Orlick: A laborer who works for Joe and harbors resentment towards Pip.

Major Themes

"Great Expectations" is laden with significant themes that contribute to its
enduring relevance. Here are some of the most prominent themes explored in
the novel:

Social Class and Ambition: The novel examines the rigid class structure1.
of Victorian society and Pip's desire to ascend socially.

Personal Growth and Identity: Pip's journey is one of self-discovery,2.
ultimately leading him to question his values and priorities.

Love and Relationships: The complex relationships Pip has with Estella,3.
Miss Havisham, and others illustrate the multifaceted nature of love.

Crime and Punishment: The novel explores the consequences of crime and4.
the moral implications of wealth and poverty.

Regret and Redemption: Characters in the story often seek redemption for5.
past mistakes, particularly Magwitch and Pip.

Chapter Summaries

This section provides brief summaries of each of the 59 chapters of "Great
Expectations."



Chapters 1-10

In the opening chapters, we are introduced to Pip, who encounters an escaped
convict, Magwitch, in a graveyard. After stealing food and a file to help
him, Pip is later raised by his sister and Joe. Pip meets Estella at Satis
House, where he is infatuated with her beauty but feels inferior due to his
social status.

Chapters 11-20

Pip's visits to Satis House continue, and he becomes increasingly aware of
his feelings for Estella, despite her disdain. After receiving a mysterious
fortune, Pip moves to London to become a gentleman, believing his benefactor
to be Miss Havisham.

Chapters 21-30

In London, Pip struggles with the complexities of wealth and social status.
He befriends Herbert Pocket and begins to navigate high society. Meanwhile,
Pip's relationships with Joe and Biddy become strained as he becomes more
arrogant.

Chapters 31-40

Pip learns that Magwitch, the convict he helped as a child, is his true
benefactor. This revelation shatters his dreams of being a gentleman and
forces him to confront his identity. Pip grapples with feelings of shame and
guilt regarding his past.

Chapters 41-59

As the story progresses, Pip attempts to help Magwitch escape from the law.
The climax reveals the true nature of Pip's relationships, especially with
Estella. In the end, Pip matures and learns valuable lessons about love,
loyalty, and humility.

Discussion Questions

To encourage deeper analysis of the text, here are some discussion questions:



1. How does Dickens use the character of Miss Havisham to symbolize the
consequences of living in the past?
2. In what ways does Pip's journey reflect the theme of social class in
Victorian England?
3. Discuss the significance of Magwitch as a character and the role he plays
in Pip's development.
4. How does Estella’s treatment of Pip shape his understanding of love and
self-worth?
5. What role does forgiveness play in the relationships between the
characters, particularly between Pip and Joe?

Tips for Analyzing the Text

When studying "Great Expectations," consider the following strategies to
enhance your comprehension and analysis:

Close Reading: Pay attention to Dickens' language, symbolism, and
motifs. Analyze how particular passages contribute to the overall
themes.

Character Development: Track the evolution of Pip and other characters
throughout the novel. Note key moments that lead to their growth or
decline.

Historical Context: Research the social and historical backdrop of
Victorian England to gain insight into the characters' motivations and
societal pressures.

Comparative Analysis: Compare "Great Expectations" with other works by
Dickens or contemporaneous authors to identify recurring themes and
styles.

Group Discussions: Engage in discussions with peers to explore different
interpretations of the text and gather diverse perspectives.

Conclusion

This study guide for "Great Expectations" serves as a valuable tool for
understanding the intricate layers of Dickens' masterpiece. Through thorough
character analysis, thematic exploration, and thoughtful discussion
questions, readers can appreciate the depth of Pip's journey and the novel's
reflection on societal issues. As you delve into the text, remember to
consider how Dickens' own experiences influenced his storytelling and the
lessons Pip learns along the way.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Great
Expectations'?
The main themes include social class and ambition, the complexity of human
relationships, personal growth and development, and the nature of wealth and
poverty.

Who is the protagonist of 'Great Expectations' and
what is his journey?
The protagonist is Pip, whose journey follows his transformation from a poor
orphan to a gentleman, exploring his aspirations, guilt, and eventual self-
discovery.

What role does Miss Havisham play in Pip's life?
Miss Havisham is a pivotal character who influences Pip's perceptions of
wealth and love. She raises Estella to break men's hearts, ultimately
affecting Pip's feelings for her.

How does Dickens portray social class in 'Great
Expectations'?
Dickens uses characters and their interactions to critique the rigid class
system of Victorian England, showing how wealth can corrupt moral values and
affect personal relationships.

What is the significance of the character Estella?
Estella represents both Pip's unattainable desires and the emotional scars
left by Miss Havisham's manipulation. She embodies beauty and social status
but lacks the capacity for love.

What role does the setting play in 'Great
Expectations'?
The settings, including the marshes, Satis House, and London, reflect Pip's
internal state and societal changes. They serve as backdrops for his growth
and the challenges he faces.

How does Pip's perception of wealth change
throughout the novel?
Initially, Pip equates wealth with happiness and social status, but as he



matures, he realizes that true fulfillment comes from personal integrity and
meaningful relationships.

What is the importance of the ending of 'Great
Expectations'?
The ending showcases Pip's growth and acceptance of his past. It suggests
that true 'great expectations' come from personal redemption and emotional
connections rather than social status.

How does Charles Dickens use foreshadowing in 'Great
Expectations'?
Dickens employs foreshadowing through various plot elements, such as the
mysterious benefactor and the early encounters between Pip and other
characters, hinting at future revelations and tensions.
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