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“The Nigger Question” in Great Expectations
Takashi NAKAMURA

In the middle of the nineteenth century, Carlyle and J. S. Mill debated about the Nigger
qguestion. In the controversy, Carlyle justified white supremacy over the black people, while
Mill criticized this so-called white chauvinism. Dickens is known as a Carlylian racist or
chauvinist. In this paper | do not attempt to examine his racism; instead, | would like to
inquire into the imperial or racial background against which his novel Great Expectations
(1860-61) was written.

Pharmakos or scapegoat is a central concept of Dickens’s works, since this character is
used to invoke the reader’s sentiment. Some representatives of Dickensian scapegoats are the
forlorn child, a woman feminine or not, the subjugated working class and villain/criminals.
Magwitch, one of the central characters of the novel, is portrayed as a persecuted and estranged
person: he is a “returned convict” from Australia from which he sent money to make Pip a
gentleman. Pip the protagonist, however, feels deep mortification because Pip’s ascent had
been realized by the help of a villain/criminal. Magwitch is somewhat an exceptional
pharmakos in that his appearance reflects a black person or slave. He is cut, torn, and bleeding
with “a great iron on his leg.” He is an outlaw ostracized from community. Metaphorically
speaking, he is associated with anything black; for example, he smokes “Negro head” with a
black pipe. As black slaves were confined in prison-like plantations, he was trapped in prison,
and even out of prison, heis employed or utilized as if he were a “black slave.”

Inevitably, Dickens was influenced by the politico-cultural environment of the period: on

his trip to America in 1842, he witnessed real black slaves being severely tortured and bleeding

11



(like Magwitch). Moreover, in the mid Victorian period, along with the Nigger question and
the Eyre debate in 1865, the rise of anthropology was led by a fanatic racist, James Hunt. This
racial movement became, as it were, in vogue. In this context, Dickens wrote his racist essay,
“The Noble Savage” (1853). What is more, a particular kind of melodrama in the period
became very popular among Victorian people: it was what Brantlinger termed as “racist fantasy”:
blacks are treated as wicked whereas whites as good.

The novel was thus surrounded by the Nigger question, black slaves Dickens saw in America,
the rise of racist anthropology, and the racist fantasy in Victorian melodrama. And finally,
Magwitch smoking “Negro head” or “Blackmoor’s head” reminds us of the colonial tobacco
advertisement from 18th century onwards.

14 3 2000 157-70
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