
Was George Eliot a feminist?

Is Dorothea idealised?

10 facts about  
MiddlemarchT

here is no question that George Eliot shared the feminist movement’s 
intolerance of the exclusion of women from educational and professional 
opportunities as well as its resentment at the inequalities between men and 
women inscribed in legal and political institutions. Not only did she meet 

some of the most influential campaigners for female rights; almost every woman 
with whom she was close from the 1850s onwards was active in the women’s  
movement. Yet Eliot’s support for reform was as cautious as it was ambivalent. At the 
height of her fame she still refused to take a radical stance on the issue of women’s 
rights partly on the grounds of its complexity, and partly out of a belief that  
pronouncements on the “woman question” did “not come well” from her. Her  
reluctance was in part the result of her compromised social position as the partner of 
George Henry Lewes and a fear, perhaps, that support from a woman who had lost 
social respect would endanger rather than promote the female cause. 

Early feminist criticism was largely hostile to Eliot, disliking her conservative 
portrayal of women. Yet one key effect of having set her novel back in time is that 
the women she depicts are even more restricted socially and  economically than those 
of her own age, so that the frustration of ambition is brought into sharper focus. 

One of the most influential critics of the novel in the 20th century, F. R. 
Leavis, thought that the one major weakness of this otherwise “great”  
English novel was the portrayal of the heroine, Dorothea. The narrator’s 
sympathetic identification with her passionate idealism was a symptom, 

Leavis claimed, of the author’s own “soul-hunger”, projected onto her female character. 
Yet the narration is more subtly critical than indulgent of Dorothea’s enthusiasms, 
ironically distancing itself from her naïve ardour. The mode of narration, which hovers 
between first and third person (free indirect mode), is one of the greatest experiments 
of 19th-century realism. The incremental subtlety of its effect is especially apparent in  
relation to Dorothea, with whose viewpoint the reader sympathetically identifies  
without ever fully accepting it or approving of it.

This is crucial to Eliot’s avowed project to present “mixed human beings. . . to call forth 
tolerant judgement, pity and sympathy”. Even while Dorothea’s naïve expectations of 
life and marriage are severely chastened in the course of the novel, she never grows out 
of the “desire” announced in Book One “to make her life greatly effective”.

1 Middlemarch is a blend of two separately conceived stories: “Miss Brooke”, and 
a study of provincial society, entitled Middlemarch, centring on Lydgate. “Miss 

Brooke” came to form the Prelude and the first 9-10 chapters of the completed 
novel; the original Middlemarch became the basis of chapters 11-16. 

2 George Eliot was oppressed by a sense of her own failure.”I do not feel very 
confident that I can make anything satisfactory out of ‘Middlemarch’”, she 

wrote in her journal.  

3Middlemarch was originally published in eight separate instalments, published 
at roughly two-monthly intervals, each “book” having its own title and being 

like a little novel in itself. 

4 When Middlemarch was published as one volume in 1874, it sold 10,000 copies 
in six months. 

5 The marriage of Will Ladislaw and Dorothea Brooke takes place at the same 
time as the passing of the First Reform Bill in June 1832. Dorothea’s embrace of 

Will, the liberal reformer, echoes what is happening in Britain as a whole. 

6 Although Middlemarch belongs firmly in the tradition of English literary 
realism, in its philosophical bent and profound interest in ideas it is closer to 

the tendencies of European literature which Eliot had read in depth.

7Eliot based Bulstrode on a mid-19th-century preacher whom she hated and, 
as Marian Evans (another pseudonym) , stridently criticised in her essay 

 “Evangelical Teaching: Dr Cumming” (1855). 

8The model for Caleb Garth was Eliot’s father, Robert Evans, land-agent and 
manager of the Arbury Estate in Warwickshire where Mary Ann Evans 

(George Eliot) grew up. 

9Many of Eliot’s letters and journals have been preserved – in particular, her 
travel journals for the period 1854-65 – and provide evidence of her keen  

interest in the visual arts. 

10In 1994 the BBC produced a TV adaptation in seven episodes, which was a hit 
in Britain. This sparked what was described as a “mini-craze for Victorian 

fiction”  by The New York Times.

The timing of the novel

Did you know? The narrator

T
he late 1820s was a period in which so many areas of national life were 
undergoing reform. These were the years which ushered in the  
subsequent period of far-reaching and often tumultuous social,  
economic and political change through which the author and many of 

her readers had lived. It is as if Eliot were seeking the origins of the strong  
currents that had modified her own contemporary social and political  
environment. 1867 had seen the passing of the Second Reform Bill (which  
further extended the franchise and caused alarm among certain sectors of  
Victorian society). She was thus writing Middlemarch in the aftermath of one 
period of parliamentary change and looking back to the confused and not  
dissimilar events preceding the Great Reform Act of 1832. 

The Finale of the novel places the characters and their world in a historically  
superseded past. This encourages her contemporary readers to see the ambitions of 
their own age in relation to the failures or muted successes recorded in the Finale.  

George Eliot was invited to a number of artists’ studios and private collections,  
including Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s. After eloping with George Henry Lewes, 
the couple travelled through Germany, recording her experiences of modern 
German art in a notebook entitled “Recollections of Berlin”. She drew upon these 
years when describing Dorothea Brooke’s honeymoon in Middlemarch. Later 
trips to Italy provided rich material for both Romola, and the Rome chapters  
of Middlemarch.

In her editorial role (as Marian Evans) at the Westminster Review, Eliot came 
into contact with the work of many of the most important intellectuals in  
Britain and Europe. These included the German philosopher, Arthur  
Schopenhauer, who was to exert a powerful influence on Eliot’s contemporaries, 
Leo Tolstoy and Thomas Hardy, in the final third of the 19th century.

Despite the roaring success of Adam Bede (1859), Eliot still doubted her talent. 
She wrote: “It seems impossible to me that I shall ever write anything so good and 
true again”. 

Eliot’s letters and journals show she was a keen reader of Jane Austen’s work, and 
not infrequently her irony in Middlemarch is tonally close to Austen’s, especially 
when it is used to expose provincial society’s predatory instincts. But Eliot had 
much more in common with Hardy. A novelist of provincial life, like Eliot, he 
had also lost his religious belief; his novels, like Eliot’s, bore the inflection of the 
intellectual and scientific advancements of the age.

Virginia Woolf said of Middlemarch in 1919:  “A magnificent book which with all 
its imperfections , is one of the few English novels written for grown-up people”

R
eaders of Middlemarch often feel that the novel does everything twice 
over: first a scene is powerfully and minutely depicted, then it is  
exhaustively analysed and explained. George Eliot’s presence in her 
novels was criticised for its moral “preaching” and for placing the author 

and reader in a position of wise superiority in relation to characters, always  
knowing more and better than they do.  Yet her interventions are rarely as  
redundant as these criticisms suggest. She provides in her novel the voice so often 
lacking in actual life that speaks up for the failed or inadequate life.  

Moreover, Eliot is never merely speaking at the reader. The narrator speaks to 
the reader as a person whom she wishes and expects will bring the narrated story 
into vital connection with his or her own living experience. The “struggling,  
erring creatures” whom Eliot depicts in the characters of Middlemarch as they try 
to come to terms with their own mistakes, failures and defeats are offered as  
particularised and moving representations of the Dorotheas, Lydgates and  
Casaubons who exist outside the novel. If the reader can be made to imagine and 
feel with the literally unshareable loneliness of the characters in the realist novel, 
then the hope is that fellow-feeling and sympathy can be extended to the real  
creatures in real life which these characters stand for. 
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