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Abstract:
This research paper explores the intricate relationship between -cultural
economics and social dynamics in Charles Dickens' novel, "Great Expectations."
By analysing the novel's characters, settings, and narrative themes, the study
examines how economic factors shape cultural practices and societal norms,
and how these, in turn, influence individual aspirations and social mobility.
Employing a cultural economics framework, the paper highlights the interplay
between economic disparities, social class distinctions, and the pursuit of
personal and social advancement.
The research begins by providing a contextual overview of the Victorian era,
characterized by rapid industrialization, urbanization, and economic inequality.
It then delves into the narrative of "Great Expectations," focusing on the
protagonist, Pip, and his journey from a humble background to great
expectations. Through a close examination of Pip's interactions with various
characters, such as Estella, Miss Havisham, and Joe, the paper explores how
economic factors shape their attitudes, behaviours, and social relationships.
Furthermore, the paper analyses the novel's settings, particularly the stark
contrast between the urban environments of London and the rural marshes of
Kent. It examines how these contrasting landscapes reflect the economic
disparities of the time and influence the characters' aspirations, values, and
sense of identity. The analysis also considers the role of institutions, such as the
legal system and education, in perpetuating or challenging economic
inequalities.
Drawing on the concepts of cultural capital and social capital, the research examines how
cultural practices, such as education, manners, and social rituals, serve as markers of social
status and contribute to social mobility. The paper explores how the acquisition or lack of
cultural capital affects characters' chances of upward mobility, reinforcing or challenging
prevailing economic hierarchies.
In conclusion, this research paper highlights the intricate relationship between cultural
economics and social dynamics in Charles Dickens' "Great Expectations." By employing a
cultural economics framework, it sheds light on the influence of economic factors on
cultural practices, individual aspirations, and social mobility. The findings contribute to
our understanding of the Victorian era and the complex interactions between economic
disparities, social class distinctions, and personal advancement depicted in the novel.

Introduction:

Charles Dickens' novel, "Great Expectations," is not only a compelling story of personal
growth and ambition but also a vivid depiction of the socio-economic conditions and
cultural practices prevalent during the Victorian era. The novel offers a rich exploration of
the interplay between cultural economics and social dynamics, revealing how economic
factors shape societal norms, social class distinctions, and individual aspirations.

Set against the backdrop of industrialization and urbanization, "Great Expectations"

portrays a society undergoing significant economic transformations. During the Victorian
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era, England experienced rapid growth, but with it came widening economic disparities
and social inequalities. These economic conditions profoundly influenced cultural
practices, influencing the characters' behavior, relationships, and personal identities.
Cultural economics provides a framework for analyzing the relationship between economic
factors and cultural practices. It recognizes that cultural values, norms, and behaviors have
economic implications and can shape economic outcomes. In "Great Expectations,"
cultural economics allows us to examine how economic circumstances impact characters'
access to resources, opportunities, and social mobility.

The novel's protagonist, Pip, serves as a lens through which we explore the complex
dynamics between cultural economics and social interactions. As a young boy of humble
origins, Pip is driven by aspirations for social advancement, fueled by his encounter with
the mysterious benefactor who grants him "great expectations." Pip's journey takes him
from the rural marshes of Kent to the bustling city of London, exposing him to different
social classes and cultural practices.

Throughout the narrative, Pip navigates various relationships, each influenced by
economic factors and cultural norms. His infatuation with Estella, raised to be a lady by
the eccentric Miss Havisham, highlights the role of cultural capital in defining social status
and determining who is deemed worthy of romantic attention. Pip's interactions with his
childhood friend Joe, a simple blacksmith, illuminate the tensions between economic
aspirations and loyalty to one's social origins.

Furthermore, the novel's settings serve as symbolic representations of economic disparities
and cultural practices. The bustling urban environment of London, characterized by
material wealth and social mobility, contrasts sharply with the isolated and economically
disadvantaged marshes of Kent. The juxtaposition of these settings underscores the
influence of economic conditions on characters' aspirations, values, and sense of self-
worth.

By examining the relationship between cultural economics and social dynamics in "Great
Expectations,” we gain a deeper understanding of the Victorian era and its impact on
individuals' lives. Through the lens of cultural economics, we can analyze how economic
disparities shape cultural practices, influence social interactions, and perpetuate or
challenge social class divisions.

In this research paper, we will delve into the intricate connections between cultural
economics and social dynamics in "Great Expectations." By exploring the economic
underpinnings of society, examining characters' attitudes and behaviors, and analyzing the
symbolism of settings, we will uncover the nuanced ways in which economic factors shape
cultural practices and social interactions. This study will enhance our appreciation of
Dickens' masterpiece, offering valuable insights into the complex interplay between
economics and culture in a society undergoing rapid change.
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Analysis:

In Charles Dickens' novel, "Great Expectations," the interplay between cultural economics
and social dynamics is intricately woven into the fabric of the narrative. Through a careful
analysis of the economic aspects of society and their influence on cultural practices, we can
uncover the profound ways in which economic factors shape societal norms, social class
divisions, and individual aspirations.

1. Economic Disparities and Social Mobility:

In "Great Expectations" by Charles Dickens, economic disparities and social mobility are
central themes that shape the lives of the characters and drive the narrative. The novel
explores the impact of economic circumstances on individuals' social status, aspirations,
and opportunities for advancement.

Economic disparities are vividly depicted throughout the story, reflecting the stark
inequalities of Victorian society. Characters come from various socio-economic
backgrounds, ranging from the wealthy aristocracy to the impoverished working class.
Dickens illuminates the stark contrast between the opulent lifestyles of characters like Miss
Havisham and the destitution experienced by Pip's family and others in the lower social
strata.

Social mobility, or the ability to move up or down the social ladder, is closely intertwined
with economic circumstances in "Great Expectations." Pip's journey from a humble
background to having "great expectations" is a prime example. His unexpected windfall of
wealth from an anonymous benefactor propels him into a higher social class, providing
him with opportunities for education, refined manners, and access to influential circles.
This newfound wealth and status enable Pip to aspire to a higher social standing and strive
for personal improvement.

The novel also explores the complexities and challenges associated with social mobility.
Pip's ambition for social advancement leads him to question his identity, values, and
relationships. He becomes estranged from his working-class roots and wrestles with a
sense of guilt and unworthiness. Additionally, the novel portrays instances where
characters attempt to improve their social standing through manipulative or deceitful
means, highlighting the tensions and ethical dilemmas associated with social mobility.
Dickens highlights the fragility of social mobility and the potential pitfalls that come with
it. The characters' experiences demonstrate that upward mobility does not guarantee
happiness or fulfilment. Pip's pursuit of social advancement ultimately comes at a great
personal cost, and he realizes the importance of authenticity and genuine connections.
Through its exploration of economic disparities and social mobility, "Great Expectations”
sheds light on the social realities of Victorian England. Dickens exposes the challenges
faced by individuals seeking to transcend their social circumstances and highlights the
complexities, sacrifices, and moral dilemmas inherent in the pursuit of social
advancement. The novel serves as a critique of a society where economic disparities can
limit or define an individual's opportunities for growth and self-realization.

"Great Expectations" presents a society marked by stark economic disparities, where social
mobility is influenced by one's economic circumstances. The novel explores how economic
factors affect characters' access to education, cultural capital, and opportunities for
advancement. For instance, Pip's sudden acquisition of wealth elevates his social status
and allows him to pursue his aspirations, illustrating the influence of economic mobility on
cultural practices and personal growth.
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2. Cultural Capital and Social Status:

In "Great Expectations" by Charles Dickens, the concept of cultural capital plays a
significant role in shaping social status and defining the characters' positions within the
hierarchical structure of Victorian society. Cultural capital refers to the knowledge, skills,
education, and cultural practices that individuals possess, which contribute to their social
standing and opportunities for social mobility.

The novel portrays characters who possess varying degrees of cultural capital, and their
social status is closely tied to their acquisition and utilization of this capital. Miss
Havisham, for example, represents the epitome of cultural capital in the novel. Despite her
wealth, she is trapped in the past, frozen in time, and uses her cultural capital to
perpetuate her own misery. Her refined manners, elaborate rituals, and ostentatious
display of wealth are markers of her high social status, but they also highlight the
damaging effects of cultural capital when divorced from emotional and moral well-being.
In contrast, Pip begins as a character with little cultural capital, having grown up in a
working-class environment. As he comes into his "great expectations" and acquires wealth,
he starts to acquire cultural capital through education, exposure to refined society, and the
guidance of Mr. Jaggers. These newfound cultural attributes, such as refined manners and
knowledge of social etiquette, enable Pip to navigate higher social circles and aspire to a
higher social status.

Estella, raised by Miss Havisham to be a lady, embodies the ideal of cultural capital. Her
beauty, refinement, and education are highly valued and admired, elevating her social
status. Estella's cultural capital makes her an object of desire for Pip and others,
reinforcing the notion that social status is intricately linked to cultural attributes.

However, "Great Expectations" also critiques the superficiality of cultural capital and the
impact it can have on personal happiness. Pip's journey highlights the tension between
acquiring cultural capital and maintaining one's authenticity. As Pip strives to meet the
societal expectations of the upper class, he becomes disconnected from his true self and
experiences inner turmoil. The novel ultimately suggests that genuine relationships and a
sense of moral integrity are more important than external markers of cultural capital.

In "Great Expectations,”" Dickens explores the significance of cultural capital in
determining social status and the challenges individuals face when navigating the
expectations and demands of a society driven by cultural norms. The novel prompts
readers to reflect on the limitations and potential drawbacks of relying solely on cultural
capital for social advancement, emphasizing the importance of personal authenticity and
emotional well-being in finding true fulfillment.

Cultural economics emphasizes the role of cultural capital in defining social status and
determining social interactions. The novel delves into the acquisition and utilization of
cultural capital by characters such as Estella, who is raised as a lady by Miss Havisham.
Estella's refined manners, education, and knowledge of societal norms serve as markers of
her social status and contribute to the dynamics of her relationships. This portrayal
underscores the economic implications of cultural practices and their influence on social
hierarchies.
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3. Symbolism of Settings:

In "Great Expectations" by Charles Dickens, the settings play a crucial role in symbolizing

and reflecting the economic disparities, social dynamics, and personal growth of the

characters. The contrasting settings of the novel hold symbolic significance and contribute
to the overall themes and messages conveyed by Dickens.

1. The Marshes of Kent:The rural marshes of Kent, where Pip grows up, symbolize a
humble and economically disadvantaged environment. This setting represents the
limitations and constraints of the lower social class. The marshes serve as a backdrop
for Pip's initial upbringing, highlighting his humble origins and providing a contrast to
the aspirations and expectations he later develops.

2. Satis House:Satis House, the decaying mansion owned by Miss Havisham, represents a
stagnant and melancholic existence. The dilapidated state of the house mirrors Miss
Havisham's frozen-in-time existence and her inability to move forward after being
jilted at the altar. It symbolizes a world trapped in the past, where time has stopped and
progress is halted.

3. London:The bustling urban environment of London represents economic prosperity,
social mobility, and ambition. It is a symbol of material wealth and opportunity. Pip's
journey from the rural marshes to the vibrant city of London reflects his aspirations for
social advancement and the pursuit of his "great expectations." London serves as a
transformative space, exposing Pip to a higher social stratum and the complexities of
urban life.

4. The Forge:Joe Gargery's forge, where Pip's brother-in-law works as a blacksmith,
symbolizes honest labor, simplicity, and contentment. It represents a world of hard
work, integrity, and familial bonds. The forge acts as a counterpoint to the opulence
and superficiality of the upper-class settings, reminding the reader of the value of
sincerity and genuine relationships.

5. Newgate Prison:Newgate Prison symbolizes the consequences of societal corruption
and moral decay. Characters such as Magwitch, a convict whom Pip encounters early in
the story, are associated with this setting. Newgate Prison represents the dark
underbelly of society, where the effects of poverty, crime, and injustice are starkly
evident.

Through these symbolic settings, Dickens conveys broader themes and critiques societal
aspects of Victorian England. The settings serve as visual and metaphorical
representations of the characters' journeys, social conditions, and moral dilemmas. They
enhance the narrative's depth, allowing readers to interpret the novel beyond the literal
events and connecting them to the broader socio-economic and emotional landscapes
depicted in "Great Expectations."

The novel's settings serve as symbolic representations of economic disparities and cultural
norms. The urban environment of London reflects the economic prosperity and social
mobility associated with the city. Pip's encounters with wealthy individuals and his
exposure to a higher social stratum demonstrate the economic implications of urban
culture. Conversely, the rural marshes of Kent represent a more economically
disadvantaged region, highlighting the limited opportunities and social constraints faced
by those residing in such areas.
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4. Interactions and Social Class:

In "Great Expectations" by Charles Dickens, the interactions between characters are
strongly influenced by social class divisions, reflecting the societal norms and expectations
prevalent in Victorian England. Dickens explores how social class shapes relationships and
the complexities that arise when individuals from different social strata interact.

Pip's Aspirations and Conflicts:

As the protagonist, Pip's interactions with characters from various social classes form a
central part of the novel. Pip's ambitions for social advancement create conflicts within
himself as he navigates relationships with characters like Joe, his humble brother-in-law,
and Estella, who represents the upper class. These interactions highlight the tensions and
challenges that arise when social class differences come into play.

The Influence of Miss Havisham:

Miss Havisham, a wealthy, eccentric woman from the upper class, heavily influences Pip's
interactions and perception of social class. Her manipulation and grooming of Estella to
break men's hearts shape Pip's understanding of the expectations and social dynamics
associated with the upper class. Miss Havisham's world becomes a catalyst for Pip's desire
for social elevation.

Social Expectations and Personal Identity:

Interactions between characters underscore the pressure to conform to social expectations
based on class. Pip's struggle to reconcile his humble origins with his aspirations for higher
social standing illustrates the tensions and conflicts arising from societal norms. The novel
explores the impact of these interactions on the characters' sense of identity and self-
worth.

Social Stereotypes and Prejudices:

Dickens delves into the prejudices and stereotypes that exist among characters from
different social classes. The upper-class characters often display condescension and
arrogance toward those from lower classes, while working-class characters are portrayed
with warmth, sincerity, and a sense of community. These interactions highlight the biases
and prejudices embedded within the social fabric of the time.

Power Dynamics and Social Mobility:

The novel explores power dynamics between characters of different social classes,
emphasizing how social class can influence one's agency and opportunities for social
mobility. Characters like Jaggers, a lawyer who straddles social classes, wield influence and
power, navigating interactions with characters from both the upper and lower classes.

Through the interactions of characters, Dickens critiques the rigid social class structure of
Victorian England. He highlights the challenges, conflicts, and tensions that arise when
individuals from different social classes come together, underscoring the complex and
often unjust nature of social dynamics shaped by class divisions. The novel prompts
readers to question the impact of social class on personal relationships, individual
aspirations, and the pursuit of genuine connections amidst societal expectations.
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The interactions between characters in "Great Expectations" are deeply influenced by
social class divisions and economic circumstances. Pip's relationship with Joe, his humble
and uneducated childhood friend, illustrates the tensions between economic aspirations
and loyalty to one's social origins. The stark contrast between Pip's desire for upward
mobility and Joe's contentment with a simple life reflects the complex interplay between
cultural practices, economic aspirations, and social dynamics.

5. Cultural Practices as Economic Signifiers:

In "Great Expectations" by Charles Dickens, cultural practices serve as significant
economic signifiers, acting as markers of social status and contributing to social mobility.
Dickens explores how cultural practices, such as education, manners, and social rituals,
play a role in defining one's economic and social standing within Victorian society.

Education as Cultural Capital:

Education is a key cultural practice that signifies social status and influences economic
opportunities. Characters who have received a formal education, such as Estella, are seen
as possessing cultural capital, which contributes to their elevated social status. Education
equips individuals with knowledge, skills, and intellectual refinement, enhancing their
chances of upward social mobility and access to better economic prospects.

Manners and Social Etiquette:

Manners and social etiquette are cultural practices that denote refinement and class.
Characters who exhibit polished manners and adhere to social norms of etiquette are often
associated with higher social classes. Estella, for instance, epitomizes refined manners as
she was raised by Miss Havisham to be a lady. These cultural practices set individuals
apart and are seen as indicators of their social standing, affecting their economic prospects
and social interactions.

Social Rituals and Performances:

Social rituals, such as attending balls and events, are cultural practices that reflect social
status and economic means. Participation in these events often requires financial
resources, attire, and knowledge of proper behavior. The ability to partake in such social
rituals signifies one's economic capacity and inclusion in higher social circles. Pip's
introduction to the world of social rituals and performances after his "great expectations"
demonstrates the economic implications of participating in these cultural practices.

Language and Speech Patterns:

Language and speech patterns are cultural practices that can signify social status and
education. Characters who speak with refinement, eloquence, and mastery of language are
often associated with the upper class. Pip's efforts to improve his speech and adopt a more
refined manner of speaking reflect his desire to elevate his social standing and align with
the cultural practices of the upper class.

Art and Leisure Activities:

Engagement in artistic and leisure activities can also serve as economic signifiers. The
ability to appreciate and participate in cultural pursuits, such as music, theater, and
literature, is often associated with higher social classes. Participation in these activities
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requires leisure time and financial resources, highlighting one's economic capacity and
social status.

Through the exploration of cultural practices as economic signifiers, Dickens exposes the
unequal distribution of resources and opportunities within Victorian society. He critiques
the notion that cultural practices can become exclusionary tools, perpetuating social
hierarchies and limiting social mobility. The novel prompts readers to reflect on the
significance of cultural capital in shaping economic outcomes and to question the extent to
which one's cultural practices should define their worth and opportunities within society.
Cultural economics recognizes that cultural practices have economic implications and can
serve as indicators of social status. In "Great Expectations," cultural practices such as
education, manners, and social rituals become markers of social class and contribute to
social mobility. The novel explores how characters' acquisition or lack of cultural capital
affects their chances of upward mobility and reinforces or challenges prevailing economic
hierarchies.

Overall, the analysis of cultural economics in "Great Expectations" reveals the intricate
connections between economic factors, cultural practices, and social dynamics. Through
the lens of cultural economics, we gain a deeper understanding of how economic
disparities shape societal norms, social interactions, and individual aspirations within the
Victorian context depicted in the novel. Dickens' masterful portrayal offers valuable
insights into the complexities of a society undergoing rapid economic change and its
impact on individuals' lives.

In "Great Expectations,” cultural economics analyses the economic underpinnings of
society and their influence on various aspects of the narrative.

By employing the lens of cultural economics, readers can gain a deeper understanding of
the ways in which economic factors shape cultural practices and social dynamics in "Great
Expectations." This approach elucidates the intricate connections between economics,
social class, cultural norms, and individual experiences, enriching our appreciation of
Dickens' portrayal of Victorian society and the complexities of human interaction within
that context.

Conclusion:

In conclusion, Charles Dickens' novel "Great Expectations"” provides a rich exploration of
cultural economics, shedding light on the intricate relationship between economic factors,
cultural practices, and social dynamics in Victorian England. Through the lens of cultural
economics, the novel reveals how economic disparities shape societal norms, social class
distinctions, and individual aspirations.

The analysis of cultural economics in "Great Expectations" highlights several key findings.
First, economic disparities significantly impact characters’ access to resources,
opportunities, and social mobility. Characters like Pip undergo transformative journeys as
they navigate the challenges and opportunities presented by their economic circumstances.
Second, cultural capital emerges as a crucial determinant of social status and social
mobility. Characters' possession and utilization of cultural capital, such as education,
manners, and knowledge of societal norms, shape their social interactions and contribute
to the perpetuation or challenge of social hierarchies.

Third, the symbolism of settings serves to reflect economic disparities and cultural norms.
The contrasting environments of the rural marshes, opulent mansions, and bustling city of

© 2023 by The Author(s). ISSN: 1307-1637 International journal of economic perspectives is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License.

Corresponding author: Vishwajit Singh

Submitted: 27March2023, Revised: 09 April 2023, Accepted: 18 April 2023, Published: May 2023

139



Vishwajit Singh (May 2023) A Review on Cultural Economics in "Great Expectations" by Charles Dickens.
International Journal of Economic Perspectives,17(05) 132-140
Retrieved from https://ijeponline.com/index.php/journal

London symbolize the economic divisions of Victorian society, influencing characters'
aspirations, values, and self-perception.

Additionally, the novel highlights the tensions and conflicts that arise when individuals
from different social classes interact. Social class divisions influence characters' personal
identities, relationships, and opportunities for growth. Dickens exposes the biases,
prejudices, and complexities embedded within societal expectations based on social class.
Ultimately, "Great Expectations" invites readers to reflect on the limitations and potential
pitfalls of cultural capital as a defining factor of social status and personal fulfillment. It
emphasizes the importance of authenticity, genuine relationships, and moral integrity as
crucial aspects of personal growth and happiness, challenging the notion that material
wealth and cultural practices alone can bring true fulfillment.

The exploration of cultural economics in "Great Expectations" enriches our understanding
of the Victorian era and its socio-economic dynamics. Dickens masterfully portrays the
complexities of a society undergoing rapid economic changes and raises thought-
provoking questions about the relationship between economic disparities, cultural
practices, and social mobility. By delving into these themes, the novel provides enduring
insights into the human condition and the intricate interplay between economics, culture,
and social dynamics.
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