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Abstract: This article explores the intricate interplay between social class 

and ambition in Oscar Wilde's "The Picture of Dorian Gray." Set against the 

backdrop of Victorian society, the novel delves into the dynamics of class 

distinctions and the corrupting influence of unchecked ambition. Through a 

detailed analysis of key characters—Dorian Gray, Lord Henry Wotton, Basil 

Hallward, and Sibyl Vane—the article examines how social status and personal 

desires shape their actions and moral decisions. It highlights Dorian's tragic 

pursuit of eternal youth and beauty, revealing the superficiality and moral 

decay that accompany his ascent in social circles. Additionally, the article 

contrasts the artistic integrity of Basil with the manipulative philosophies of 

Lord Henry, illustrating Wilde's critique of societal values. By addressing the 

consequences of ambition and the ethical implications of social climbing, this 

analysis underscores the novel's enduring relevance and Wilde's poignant 

commentary on the human condition. 
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Introduction: 

Oscar Wilde's "The Picture of Dorian Gray" is a novel that intricately 

explores the themes of social class and ambition against the backdrop of 

Victorian society. The story follows the life of Dorian Gray, a young man whose 

extraordinary beauty grants him access to the upper echelons of society. 

Influenced by the hedonistic and manipulative Lord Henry Wotton, Dorian 

becomes obsessed with maintaining his youthful appearance, leading him down 

a path of moral decay and social manipulation. Wilde's narrative serves as a 

critique of the superficial values and rigid class distinctions of the time, 

highlighting the destructive consequences of unchecked ambition and the 

societal emphasis on appearance over integrity (Ellmann, 1988; Mighall, 2000). 

At the heart of the novel is the portrait of Dorian Gray, which serves as a 

powerful symbol of his internal corruption. While Dorian remains outwardly 

flawless, his portrait reflects the degradation of his soul, embodying the moral 

consequences of his actions. This dichotomy underscores Wilde's commentary 
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on the superficial nature of social status and the ethical compromises 

individuals make in their pursuit of ambition (Beckson, 1992). By examining 

the characters of Dorian Gray, Lord Henry Wotton, Basil Hallward, and Sibyl 

Vane, this article will explore how Wilde uses their interactions and fates to 

critique the social hierarchies and ambitions of his time. 

Through a detailed analysis of these characters and the societal context in 

which they operate, this article aims to illuminate Wilde's perspectives on social 

class and ambition. By understanding the interplay between these themes in 

"The Picture of Dorian Gray," readers can gain deeper insight into Wilde's 

critique of Victorian society and the enduring relevance of his observations in 

contemporary discussions of social and ethical issues (Raby, 1997; Kohl, 1989). 

 

Historical and Social Context: 

Victorian Society 

In "The Picture of Dorian Gray," Oscar Wilde sets his narrative in the 

highly stratified society of Victorian England, a period marked by rigid class 

distinctions and a profound emphasis on social status. The Victorian era was 

characterized by a clear demarcation between the aristocracy, the middle class, 

and the working class, with social mobility being limited and often fraught with 

significant challenges (Mitchell, 2009). This hierarchical structure influenced 

every aspect of life, including one's occupation, education, and social 

interactions. The upper classes enjoyed privileges and a lifestyle supported by 

wealth and connections, while the lower classes faced hardships and limited 

opportunities for advancement (Gilmour, 2002). 

Wilde's depiction of Dorian Gray's social ascent highlights the superficial 

values prevalent in Victorian society. Dorian's beauty and charm allow him to 

transcend his original social standing and gain acceptance among the elite. This 

ascent underscores the importance placed on appearance and social perception 

over moral integrity or personal merit. Wilde uses Dorian's story to critique a 

society that prioritizes external attributes and social status, revealing the 

inherent flaws and moral compromises within this value system (Mighall, 

2000). 

Oscar Wilde's Perspective 

Oscar Wilde's personal views and experiences profoundly influence his 

portrayal of social class and ambition in "The Picture of Dorian Gray." As a 

figure who often defied conventional norms, Wilde was critical of the societal 

constraints and hypocrisies of his time. His works frequently explore themes of 

aestheticism, individualism, and the conflict between public image and private 

reality (Ellmann, 1988). 
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Wilde himself navigated various social circles, experiencing both acclaim 

and ostracism. His wit and flamboyant personality made him a darling of the 

upper class, yet his later trials and imprisonment for "gross indecency" exposed 

the harsh judgment and inflexibility of Victorian society. This personal journey 

informs his critical perspective on the social structures of his time (Holland, 

1997). 

In "The Picture of Dorian Gray," Wilde uses characters like Lord Henry 

Wotton to voice his satirical views on the superficiality and moral duplicity of 

the upper class. Lord Henry's espousal of hedonistic philosophies and 

manipulation of Dorian's naivety exemplify the seductive yet corrupting 

influence of societal elites (Raby, 1997). Through Dorian's tragic downfall, 

Wilde illustrates the dangers of succumbing to societal pressures and the 

ultimate futility of pursuing beauty and status at the expense of one's soul. 

 

Characters and Social Class: 

Dorian Gray 

Dorian Gray's character serves as a focal point for examining the interplay 

between beauty, social status, and ambition. Initially depicted as an innocent 

and extraordinarily handsome young man, Dorian quickly rises in social 

standing due to his physical appearance and charm. His beauty grants him 

access to elite circles, allowing him to manipulate and maintain his social 

status with ease. Wilde uses Dorian's ascent to critique the superficial nature of 

Victorian society, which values appearance over moral integrity (Ellmann, 

1988). As Dorian's portrait absorbs the effects of his moral corruption, his 

external appearance remains untouched, symbolizing the disconnect between 

outward appearance and inner reality (Mighall, 2000). 

Lord Henry Wotton 

Lord Henry Wotton, a quintessential representation of the aristocratic 

class, exerts a profound influence on Dorian Gray. His hedonistic worldview 

and cynical philosophies reflect the attitudes of the upper class, who often 

prioritized pleasure and personal gratification over moral or ethical 

considerations. Lord Henry's assertion that "the only way to get rid of a 

temptation is to yield to it" encapsulates his belief in living life to the fullest, 

regardless of the consequences (Wilde, 1891). Through Lord Henry, Wilde 

critiques the moral decadence and irresponsibility of the aristocracy, 

highlighting how such attitudes can corrupt and destroy those who embrace 

them (Beckson, 1992). 

Basil Hallward 
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Basil Hallward, the artist who paints Dorian's portrait, represents a 

contrasting viewpoint within the novel. As a dedicated and morally upright 

artist, Basil's social position is more modest compared to the aristocratic Lord 

Henry. Basil's deep admiration for Dorian's beauty is intertwined with his 

artistic ambitions, yet he remains concerned about the moral implications of his 

work and Dorian's well-being. His relationship with Dorian is one of genuine 

concern and affection, making him a moral anchor in the narrative. Wilde uses 

Basil to explore the theme of art and morality, suggesting that true art requires 

not only aesthetic appreciation but also ethical consideration (Raby, 1997). 

Sibyl Vane 

Sibyl Vane's character highlights the stark contrast between different 

social classes and the impact of ambition on personal relationships. As a 

talented but impoverished actress, Sibyl embodies the aspirations and 

vulnerabilities of the lower class. Her relationship with Dorian initially offers 

her a glimpse of social mobility and personal fulfillment. However, Dorian's 

superficial infatuation with her beauty and talent leads to her tragic downfall 

when he cruelly rejects her upon witnessing a subpar performance. Sibyl's 

demise underscores the novel's critique of how the ambitions and desires of the 

higher social classes can devastate the lives of those less fortunate (Kohl, 1989). 

 

Themes of Ambition: 

Dorian's Ambition 

In "The Picture of Dorian Gray," Dorian Gray's ambition for eternal youth 

and beauty serves as the driving force behind his moral descent. This ambition 

is ignited by Lord Henry Wotton, who introduces Dorian to a hedonistic 

worldview that prioritizes sensory experiences and personal gratification above 

all else. Influenced by Lord Henry's philosophies, Dorian expresses a wish that 

he could remain forever young while his portrait ages in his place—a wish that, 

to his horror and eventual delight, comes true (Wilde, 1891). 

Dorian's ambition leads him to pursue a life of indulgence and excess, 

where he prioritizes his appearance and social status over his moral integrity. 

As his external beauty remains untouched, his portrait becomes a grotesque 

reflection of his inner corruption, capturing every sin and act of degradation he 

commits. This duality highlights Wilde's critique of a society obsessed with 

superficial appearances, where moral decay is often hidden beneath a veneer of 

respectability (Ellmann, 1988). 

The consequences of Dorian's ambition are devastating not only for himself 

but also for those around him. His relationships become increasingly 

manipulative and destructive. For instance, his cruel rejection of Sibyl Vane, 
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after she fails to meet his artistic expectations, leads to her tragic suicide. This 

act marks the beginning of Dorian's irreversible moral decline, as he becomes 

more callous and indifferent to the suffering of others (Kohl, 1989). 

Social Climbing and Moral Compromise 

Wilde explores the idea that ambition in the novel often leads to significant 

moral compromise, especially in the context of social climbing. Dorian's desire 

to maintain his social standing and youthful allure compels him to engage in 

increasingly unethical behaviors. His ambition blinds him to the moral 

consequences of his actions, leading to a life marked by deceit, manipulation, 

and ultimately, murder. 

One of the most striking examples of moral compromise is Dorian's 

relationship with his portrait. As the physical manifestation of his soul's 

corruption, the portrait allows Dorian to evade the consequences of his actions. 

He hides the portrait away, distancing himself from the reality of his moral 

decay. This separation between his outward appearance and inner reality 

reflects the broader societal hypocrisy Wilde critiques, where social status and 

external beauty are valued over true ethical conduct (Mighall, 2000). 

The novel also portrays how Dorian's social circle is complicit in his moral 

downfall. Characters like Lord Henry Wotton, who encourage Dorian's 

hedonistic pursuits, represent the corrupting influence of the upper class. Their 

ambivalence towards ethical considerations and their emphasis on personal 

pleasure over social responsibility exacerbate Dorian's descent into moral ruin 

(Beckson, 1992). 

Ultimately, Wilde's portrayal of ambition and social climbing in "The 

Picture of Dorian Gray" serves as a cautionary tale about the perils of valuing 

superficial success over genuine integrity. The tragic end of Dorian Gray, where 

he attempts to destroy the portrait and is instead consumed by it, underscores 

the inescapable consequences of his moral compromises and the ultimate 

futility of his ambitions (Raby, 1997). 

 

Conclusion: 

In "The Picture of Dorian Gray," Oscar Wilde masterfully explores the 

themes of social class and ambition, offering a profound critique of Victorian 

society and human nature. Through the characters of Dorian Gray, Lord Henry 

Wotton, Basil Hallward, and Sibyl Vane, Wilde paints a vivid portrait of a 

world consumed by superficiality, moral decay, and the relentless pursuit of 

status and beauty. 

Throughout the article, we have examined how Dorian's ambition for 

eternal youth and beauty leads to his moral decline, as well as the role played 
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by characters like Lord Henry in influencing his worldview. We have also 

delved into the moral compromises inherent in social climbing, as exemplified 

by Dorian's manipulation and exploitation of those around him. 

Wilde's message in "The Picture of Dorian Gray" is as relevant today as it 

was in the Victorian era. By highlighting the consequences of unchecked 

ambition and the superficiality of societal values, Wilde invites readers to 

reflect on their own ambitions and priorities. In today's world, where social 

media and societal pressures often emphasize external appearances and 

material success, Wilde's cautionary tale serves as a reminder of the 

importance of integrity and authenticity in the pursuit of happiness. 

As we navigate our own ambitions and aspirations, we can draw lessons 

from Dorian's tragic journey. Wilde challenges us to consider the true cost of 

our desires and the impact of our actions on ourselves and others. By 

confronting the ethical dilemmas posed by social climbing and ambition, we can 

strive to lead lives guided by principles of empathy, integrity, and compassion. 

"The Picture of Dorian Gray" remains a timeless classic that continues to 

resonate with readers across generations. Through its exploration of social class 

and ambition, Wilde invites us to contemplate the complexities of human 

nature and the choices that shape our destinies. 

 

Quotes and Evidence: 

1. Dorian's Ambition: "I am jealous of everything whose beauty does 

not die. I am jealous of the portrait you have painted of me. Why should it keep 

what I must lose? Every moment that passes takes something from me and 

gives something to it." (Wilde, 1891) 

 This quote illustrates Dorian's intense desire for eternal youth and 

beauty, which drives his ambition and ultimately leads to his moral decay. 

2. Lord Henry's Influence: "The only way to get rid of a temptation is 

to yield to it. Resist it, and your soul grows sick with longing for the things it 

has forbidden to itself, with desire for what its monstrous laws have made 

monstrous and unlawful." (Wilde, 1891) 

 Lord Henry's philosophy encourages Dorian to indulge in his desires 

without restraint, reflecting the corrupting influence of ambition and hedonism. 

3. Moral Compromise: "The studio was filled with the rich odor of 

roses, and when the light summer wind stirred amidst the trees of the garden, 

there came through the open door the heavy scent of the lilac, or the more 

delicate perfume of the pink-flowering thorn." (Wilde, 1891) 
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 This sensory description of Basil Hallward's studio contrasts with the 

moral decay occurring within it, symbolizing the disconnect between external 

beauty and internal corruption. 

4. Tragic Consequences: "She had brought him back his joy, as 

certainly as she had taken it away. But she was conscious of having done so. 

And she was sorry. Not in a mere touch of humanity, but in the whole vision of 

infinite pity, that was born in the eyes that gazed on her." (Wilde, 1891) 

 Sibyl Vane's tragic fate serves as a poignant reminder of the human cost 

of ambition and societal expectations, highlighting the devastating 

consequences of moral compromise. 
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