
ENGLISH: GREAT EXPECTATIONS  
 
Essay presented as a Q&A format speech (from Dickens’ perspective) on the novel and 
particularly on Joe & his connection with Pip. 
 
 
Q1. How does social context shape Joe’s behavior and thoughts in response to the concept 
of belonging? 
 
As we all know, social context inevitably possesses the ability to shape One’s behavior and 
thoughts in response to a sense of belonging. I have used Joe’s social context to define who he is 
as an individual, and to shape his sense of belonging. Many features and events in the book 
delineate this, as I believe Joe is fundamental in Pip’s life journey, and, consequently, the entire 
novel. 
 
The physical setting of The Forge and the social standing of a Blacksmith make up much of Joe’s 
sense of belonging, and it is Joe’s trade by which Joe, Mrs. Joe and Pip are known. I make 
reference to Mrs. Joe as ‘wife of the blacksmith’ at many points, and you may notice that many 
characters address Joe simply as ‘blacksmith’. 
 
“In his working clothes, Joe was a well-knit characteristic-looking blacksmith; in his holiday clothes, 
he was more like a scarecrow in good circumstances’ and he was the ‘picture of misery, in a full suit 
of Sunday penitentials.’ In these statements I highlight how Joe’s behaviour and appearance 
demonstrate his belonging to his place in society. He would not only be disinterested in any other 
context, but would look and feel entirely out of place. 
 
I also use Joe’s thoughts and words to expose his genuine nature. His greetings; ‘Halloa, Pip, old 
chap!’ and his advice to Pip; ‘live well and die happy’ are essential in showing the real Joe: the 
golden goodness beneath his simple demeanour. He is the epitome of decency, and I have 
deliberated him to be the same person outside and in, fitting in to his place in society, belonging 
there, and nowhere else. 
 
Q2.Pip’s journey in Great Expectations is circular – he leaves The Forge only to discover it is 
the Forge to which he truly belongs. How does Joe help Pip in this realization? 
 
By consistently providing the support of a man whose sense of belonging is secure, Joe greatly 
helps Pip in realizing that The Forge is where he truly belongs. Does Joe attempt to dissuade Pip 
from his ambitions? Not at all. He remains an essential support centre for Pip through all, and he 
and the Forge are the only constant, unchanging factors in Pip’s life journey.  
 
Pip’s transition to London, and his attempt to assimilate into a new level of society, begins to 
separate his heart and mind from Joe. Upon hearing that Joe is coming to visit him, I portrayed Pip 
with mixed feelings to highlight the jagged sense of detachment that he feels from Joe. He 
anticipated Joe’s coming “with considerable disturbance, some mortification and a keen sense of 
incongruity”. Pip is embarrassed by Joe’s awkwardness whilst in London, but as Joe is leaving his 
real self is portrayed.  As Pip recounts: “Our eyes met, and all the “Sir” melted out of that manly 
heart as he gave me his hand.” Joe says “If there’s any fault today it’s mine”. This enhances his 
forgiving and unassuming nature, essentially ‘heaping coals of fire’ on Pip’s head, beginning to 
arouse the guilt that instigated Pip’s realization of belonging at the Forge. 
 
Joe again visits London to care for Pip when he falls ill.  When Pip finally comes to consciousness, 
he recognizes Joe bending over him. “Lookee here, old chap”… “Ever the best of friends; aint us, 
Pip?” Pip states ‘I was ashamed to answer him’. I have referred to Pip’s shame here to emphasize 
the guilt he feels from not reciprocating Joe’s love.  
  



Pip’s discovery of the note & receipt Joe left behind is also fundamental in Pip’s realization of where 
he belongs. He says “what remained for me now, but to follow him to the dear old forge, and there 
to have out my disclosure with him, and my penitent remonstrance with him.” 
 
It is towards the end of his social, physical and intellectual journey that Pip comes to realize the 
selfishness of his own ambition. He says “I lived in a state of chronic uneasiness respecting my 
behaviour to Joe”, and feels that he could have been happier and better if he had “risen to manhood 
content to be partners with Joe in the honest old forge”. In his realisation, Pip “soon began to 
understand that the cause of it was in [him], and that the fault of it was all [his].” After a gap of 11 
years, I send Pip back to the Forge, where he finds that “there was no change whatever in Joe.” He 
was “Exactly what he had been... just as simply faithful and as simply right.”  
 
At the end of the book, when Pip asks for forgiveness for his attitude and behaviour, I have used 
Joe’s reply: “dear old Pip, old chap...God knows as I forgive you, if I have anythink to forgive!’ to 
summarise his consistent and steady nature throughout Pip’s circular journey as crucial in helping 
Pip to realise that the Forge is where he truly belongs.  
 
Q3. How have you used narrative structure and specific language features to help the 
responder gain deeper insight into Joe’s sense of belonging? 
 
The narrative structure and language features I have employed in this book to assist the responders 
to gain deeper insight into Joe’s sense of belonging. I have structured the novel into three volumes 
where the consistency and steadiness of Joe’s character shines throughout - the orientation, the 
complications, the climax and the descriptions. My main aim in portraying Joe was consistency, and 
I have attained this with use of setting and other techniques such as flashbacks, word choice, 
dialogue and symbolism. 
 
The first volume of the book revolves around the setting of the kitchen, the marshes and the forge.  
Joe is the father-figure and main support centre for Pip, providing love, affection and sympathy that 
Pip could find nowhere else. I use the ‘flashback’ technique to portray adult Pip reflecting on this 
time.“Young as I was, I believe that I dated a new admiration of Joe from that night... I had a new 
sensation of feeling conscious that I was looking up to Joe in my heart.” This symbolises Pip’s 
admiration of Joe’s steady sense of belonging. I also use word choice to portray Joe’s vernacular 
voice as belonging to context: using the word “betwixt” instead of between, and “indiwidual” in place 
of individual – to reinforce his simple, homely nature.  
 
In the second volume of the novel, Joe visits London twice, where he conscious that a ‘gentleman’ 
such as Pip and a simple villager such as himself should not be seen together. Dialogue used at 
this point conveys Joe’s thoughts of not belonging in London, and only feeling ‘right’ at the Forge. 
“You and me is not two figures to be together in London... It ain’t that I am proud, but that I want to 
be right” In this statement, and in addressing Pip as ‘Sir’, Joe’s sense of alienation in London is 
symbolic of Pip’s displacement.  
 
In the final volume of Great Expectations, the consistency of Joe’s affection for Pip really shines. 
Whilst other factors terminate, or fluctuate, Joe is the same. Pip mentions how Joe’s “great 
forbearance shone more brightly than before, if that could be,” Joe is finally recognised as the 
original and eventual symbol of belonging, someone who defines consistency at its best.  
  


