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Interaction of Ideas
Analyzing Setting, Plot, and Character

Lesson 2

I N T E R M E D I AT E

As you read, pay close attention to the characters in the story. 

Look for clues about:

• characters’ traits (for example, behaviors, motives, and 

relationships with others) 

• characters’ roles or functions in the story

• characters’ actions and reactions.

 

 

My sister, Mrs. Joe Gargery, was more than twenty years older than I, and had 
established a great reputation with herself and the neighbours because she had brought 
me up “by hand.” Having at that time to find out for myself what the expression meant, and 
knowing her to have a hard and heavy hand, and to be much in the habit of laying it upon 
her husband as well as upon me, I supposed that Joe Gargery and I were both brought up 
by hand. 

This brief paragraph reveals information about all three characters. Pip is young, and he would 

be required to call adults who are not in his family by a title such as Mr. or Mrs., or perhaps Sir or 

Madam. But in this excerpt, Pip refers to his sister as “Mrs. Joe Gargery.” What does this tell you 

about Pip? 

 

Characters’ traits, 

actions, and reactions 

provide clues that help 

you understand a story.

Image by John McLenan and shared  
via Wikimedia Commons.

The words said by a main character (and how 

those words are expressed) are important 

clues. The actions and reactions of the main 

character are also important clues. But keep 

this in mind: You must also pay attention to how 

other characters react to, and interact with, the 

main character. 

In addition, remember that authors often want 

readers to infer information about characters. 

The author does not directly tell you that a 

character is brave or heroic. Instead, the author 

describes a brave or heroic deed performed by 

the character. It’s up to you to figure out that 

the character is a hero.

In Great Expectations by Charles Dickens, Pip, 

the main character and narrator, describes his 

sister and her husband this way: 
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Pip’s formality when describing his sister suggests that the two of them are not very close. The 

sister is probably very distant in the way she relates to Pip, not showing much love or affection. 

Pip also says, “knowing her to have a hard and heavy hand, and to be much in the habit of 

laying it upon her husband as well as upon me.”  Unfortunately, this means that she hits both her 

husband and her brother. This text is letting you know that Pip’s sister is not a nice person. 

The next paragraph from the story offers more insight into Pip’s opinion of his sister and  

her husband.   

She was not a good-looking woman, my sister; and I had a general impression that she 
must have made Joe Gargery marry her by hand. Joe was a fair man, with curls of flaxen 
hair on each side of his smooth face, and with eyes of such a very undecided blue that they 
seemed to have somehow got mixed with their own whites. He was a mild, good-natured, 
sweet-tempered, easy-going, foolish, dear fellow – a sort of Hercules in strength, and also 
in weakness. 
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Image by John McLenan and shared  
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In this paragraph, Pip refers to his sister’s husband by his 

first name. This lets you know that Pip’s relationship with Joe 

is probably closer than the one he has with his sister. The 

reference to Hercules, an ancient god who performed great 

feats of strength and courage, is meant to demonstrate Joe’s 

physical strength and endurance. Pip also says he is easygoing 

but foolish, which suggests that Joe might be pushed around 

by his wife.

Though Pip’s sister and her husband are not main characters, 

the description of their relationship with Pip offers important 

details that help you understanding the main character.
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 ► Read each excerpt, then answer the questions that follow.

From Great Expectations. Pip, the main character, describes an interaction he had with an 

unknown man: 

The man, after looking at me for a moment, turned me upside down, and emptied my 
pockets. There was nothing in them but a piece of bread. When the church came to itself – 
for he was so sudden and strong that he made it go head over heels before me, and I saw 
the steeple under my feet – when the church came to itself, I say, I was seated on a high 
tombstone, trembling, while he ate the bread ravenously.

1. Which statement about the man is most likely correct?

A. He was starving. 

B. He was Pip’s close friend.

C. He shunned physical altercations.

D. He was wealthy.

From Great Expectations. In the beginning of the story, Pip states: 

But I loved Joe—perhaps for no better reason in those early days than because the 
dear fellow let me love him—and, as to him, my inner self was not so easily composed. 
It was much upon my mind (particularly when I first saw him looking about for his file) 
that I ought to tell Joe the whole truth. Yet I did not, and for the reason that I mistrusted 
that if I did, he would think me worse than I was. The fear of losing Joe’s confidence, and 
of thenceforth sitting in the chimney-corner at night staring drearily at my forever lost 
companion and friend, tied up my tongue.

2. Which TWO of the following statements most accurately describe Pip’s relationship with Joe early 

in the story?

A. He recently met Joe and doesn’t like him.

B. He respects Joe. 

C. He thinks Joe is suffering from an illness.

D. He longs for Joe’s approval. 

E. He is indifferent to Joe’s opinions.
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From Great Expectations. The following exchange is between Pip and Estella, another character 

in the story.  Their conversation occurs after Pip has received a large amount of money, which is 

an event that happens midway in the plot. In this exchange, Pip and Estella are talking about Joe.

“Since your change of fortune and prospects, you have changed your companions,” said 
Estella. 

“Naturally,” said I. 

“And necessarily,” she added, in a haughty tone, “what was fit company for you once, 
would be quite unfit company for you now.” 

In my conscience, I doubt very much whether I had any lingering intention left, of going 
to see Joe; but if I had, this observation put it to flight. 

3. Which TWO of the following statements most accurately describe Pip’s attitude toward Joe at this 

point in the story? 

A. He respects Joe. 

B. He recently met Joe and doesn’t like him.

C. He thinks Joe is suffering from an illness.

D. He is ashamed of Joe. 

E. He is indifferent to Joe’s opinions.

4. Think about the two excerpts you read to answer Questions 2 and 3. They describe Pip’s attitude 

toward Joe at different times in the story. What do these excerpts tell you about Pip?

A. His attitude toward Joe did not change.

B. He became more tolerant and compassionate.

C. He developed a sense of shame about his upbringing.

D. He realized that he never liked Joe.
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From Great Expectations. The following excerpt comes from later in the story, after Pip has lost 

his fortune. Pip becomes ill and Joe takes care of him. 

After I had turned the worst point of my illness, I began to notice that while all its other 
features changed, this one consistent feature did not change. Whoever came about me, 
still settled down into Joe. I opened my eyes in the night, and I saw in the great chair at the 
bedside, Joe. I opened my eyes in the day, and, sitting on the window-seat, smoking his 
pipe in the shaded open window, still I saw Joe. I asked for a cooling drink, and the dear 
hand that gave it to me was Joe’s. I sank back on my pillow after drinking, and the face 
that looked so hopefully and tenderly upon me was the face of Joe. At last, one day, I took 
courage, and said, “Is it Joe?”

And the dear old home-voice answered, “Which it air, old chap.” 

“O Joe, you break my heart! Look angry at me, Joe. Strike me, Joe. Tell me of my 
ingratitude. Don’t be so good to me!” 

5. What does this excerpt reveal about Pip? 

A. He does not change during this story.

B. He feels guilty about his early behavior.

C. He cannot forgive Joe for being cruel.

D. He realizes he never loved Joe.

6. Based solely on the last excerpt you read, choose the two words that best describe Joe.

A. ambitious

B. compassionate

C. aggressive

D. unforgiving

E. threatening

F. forgiving

G. arrogant

H. indifferent
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