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Victorianism and George Eliot
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The first Victorian generation had built with the sword in one hand and the trowel in the other
< in the fifties the sword was laid aside and the trowel was wielded, quietly, unobtrusively,
anonymously. by civil servants and journalists, engineers and doctors, the secretaries of Trade
Unions and the aldermen of manufacturing towns.”’
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In making up the account of English morals in the nineteenth century it is necessary to bear
in mind that the most influential women were reared in an atmosphere which made them instinc-
tively Custodians of the Standard. The two who had most aptitude and most capacity for rebel-
lion were fanatics, Charlotte Bronté for the moral, Harriet Martineau for the economic law.
Mary Wollstonecraft had, unhappily, no equal successor, and George Sand could never have
grown in English soil. Thus it came about that the pagan ethic which, in the decline of Christian
beliefs and sanctions, carried into the next, the agnostic, age the evangelical canons of duty and
renunciation, was a woman’s ethic. George Eliot's rank in literature has, perhaps, not yet been
determined: in the history of ideas her place is fixed. She is the moralist of the Victorian revolu-
tion.”’
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Often obscured by agitation for subordinate ends

the right to vote, to graduate, to dis-
pose of her own property after marriage —— the fundamental issue of feminism was growing
clearer all through the century, as women, no longer isolated heroines but individuals bent on a
career, drew out into the sexless sphere of disinterested intelligence, and Mary Wollstonecraft’s
conception of autonomous personality took body; a process which may be truly named Victorian
if only for the horror with which Victoria regarded it. * I want ', said Bella Rokesmith to her
husband, ‘ to be something so much worthier than the doll in the doll’s house.” In the profusion
of Dickens, the phrase might pass unnoticed. Twelve years later Ibsen made it the watchword of

a revolution.*’
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George Eliot responded to these manifestations of masculine oppression with exceptional de-
fiance. She challenged her strong — willed father’s patriarchal authority on the question of reli-

gion at the age of twenty — two; consistently refused, when living near Coventry, to follow the

majority of her peers in their hunt for ' the one thing needful 1.e.a husband and a settle-

ment ' ; resided, unmarried and unchaperoned, in Geneva for eight months between 1849 and 1

8 5 0; supported herself —— as few other women had done as a journalist in London for
five years; and, most dramatically of all, perhaps, broke the strict marriage taboo and accepted
social * excommunication ' in order that she might live with George Henry Lewes.”’
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Determined to secure a high degree of personal emancipation, George Eliot was also resolved,
in the years immediately preceding the publication of ‘ Margaret Fuller and Mary Woll-
stonecraft’, to take an active part in the developing middle - class women’s movement . In London
she associated with activists of every sort: with educational reformers like Anna Swanwick and
Julia Smith; with medical campaigners like Florence Nightingale and Elizabeth Blackwell: with
the * Langham Place ' feminist circle. She subscribed to the Englishwoman’s Journal and offered
professional advice to its editors, kept herself well - informed on current feminist issues such as
Mrs Norton's campaign against the divorce laws in 1853 and Charles Bray’s enquiry into the
industrial employment of women, attended lectures at Bedford College in 1851, and signed Bar-

bara Leigh Smith's petition which demanded that ‘married women may have a legal right to their
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own earnings, as a counteractive to wife - beating and other evils’ . *
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It has already been observed that one of George Eliot’s aims in * Margaret Fuller and Mary
Wollstonecraft' is to make a personal statement upon the oppression of woman. That this is so
can be seen from the way in which, from the third paragraph onwards, she guides the essay into
a consideration of specific feminist issues -the case for the extension of vocational and educa-
tional opportunity to women, the consequences of men’s ' reluctance to encourage self - help and
independent resources’ in their wives - which she has selected from the two works.”
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*“ Oh, it is difficult — life is very difficult ! It seems right to me sometimes that we should fol-
low our strongest feeling; — but then, such feelings continually come across the ties that all our
former life has made for us — the ties that have made others dependent on us — and would cut
them in two. If life were quite easy and simple, as it might have been in Paradise, and we could
always see that one being first towards whom . . . [ mean, if life did not make duties for us be-
fore love comes, love would be a sign that two people ought to belong to each other. But I see - I
feel it is not so now: there are things we mﬁst renounce in life; some of us must resign love.
Many things are difficult and dark to me; but I see one thing quite clearly — that I must not, can-
not, seek my own happiness by sacrificing others. Love is natural; but surely pity and faithful-

ness and memory are natural too."
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In the same way that Wordsworth, in The Prelude, announced that ' I was not for that time,
nor for that place, ' so too the young Mary Ann Evans remembered that:

When I was quite a little child I could not be satisfied with the things around me.

Letters, 1 22
Maggie knows that in some other place, or time, she would be in the right:

In books there were people who were always agreeable or tender . . .Who did not show their
kindness by finding fault . . .Maggie was a creature full of eager passionate longings for all that
was beautiful and glad: thirsty for all knowledge: with an ear straining after dreamy music that
died away and would not come near to her: with a blind, unconscious yearning for something
that would link together the wonderful impressions of this mysterious life and give her soul a

sense of home in it."”
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And the inspiring consciousness breathed into her by Savonarola’s influence that her lot was
vitally united with the general lot had exalted even the minor details of obligation into religion.
She was marching with a great army; she was feeling the stress of a common life. If victims

“were needed, and it was uncertain on whom the lot might fall, she would stand ready to answer
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to her name. She had stood long; she had striven hard to fulfil the bond, but she had seen all the
conditions which made the fulfilment possible gradually forsaking her. The one effect of her
marriage-tie seemed to be the stifling predominance over her of a nature that she despised. All
her efforts at union had only made its impossibility more palpable, and the relation had become
for her simply a degrading servitude. The law was sacred. Yes, but rebillion might be sacred
too. It flashed upon her mind that the problem before her was essentially the same as that which
had lain before Savonarola — the problem where the sacredness of obedience ended, and where
the sacredness of rebellion began. To her, as to him, there had come one of those moments in life
when the soul must dare to act on its own warrant, not only without external law to appeal to,
but in the face of a law which is not unarmed with Divine lightnings — lightnings that may yet
fall if the warrant has been false."”
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“ I beseech you to tell me what moved you — when you were young. [ mean— to take the
course you did,” said Deronda, trying by this reference to the past to escape from what to him
was the heart-rending piteousness of this mingled suffering and defiance. “ I gather that my
grandfather opposed your bent to be an artist. Though my own experience has been quite diffe-
rent, I enter into the painfulness of your struggle. I can imagine the hardship of an enforced re-
nunciation. "

“ No,” said the Princess, shaking her head, and folding her arms with an air of decision. You
are not a woman. You may try — but you can never imagine what it is to have a man’s force of

genius in you, and yet to suffer the slavery of being a girl."””

FTUYFDHBLL ) —IPALS) TEFIIBRLILBEOSETH L. KiZHhO TEHIEN
RIZeHH)ETHDRHECIWHEINTZZLEEZBRLDD, LA LEDL ) 2EERTHSDES
BAZ D% TH/Z, FOWRIE, WhEWIFEFBERHLRALEEEH LRSS, THT
HBHZEDBRICIT R 2 TE RS2 WHABHIZIIEEL OV ExRIZELSY/. B
PUBLEBTAZI OGO LE%, V2 FLUOKEBHEFES I Fa— 2@ L TH<
LI, FUYSOBOEEYELT, YHOTEOBLTABORES X AVEDL I LT
EHLEHICEDLNAS.

H5FTTa—T TSy NOEBELIEGNAF) AIOMLTEELY+ 2 )7 =X 4
ERITATDIZE D L, BRIZIEERBG LIRS L, Fhaslz I & L2 ERLT
7z, WK OEEOERBITNEEEMNEELER L Lo, i, #POEE25 L,

— 236 —



Y4 M) T ALET s~ )ty b

ZOBBEO—FLRMN2EBBETEL. 2N, Y147 M) T2 X208 2T S R
ERORBRRADOEIN/-B LWEEETHA ). Zhilxt L TIRIIZRUE L7288 TH A,
SHIETHEOMES NIRRT LTIE 72 I X 2EHCSML, EERN LN ESH S B
o7z HROLER, BRMICEBRFLEHOHH LV o R EIENGEERBIE S TV T
H5H. LHLFOBMEEIH S THDOBELIZOWTOFE 21213, BRALHES*REBLTWS
EZANBHDLHIIZELNL.

Notes

1) FHIER - @EibiliE, T F0 2 (8 BEiEER, 1967), P .195.

2)  G.M. Young, ed .. Early Victorian England 1830—1865 Volll (Oxford : Oxford University
Press, 1934 ), p.501.

3) Ibid.,p.415.

4) Ibid..p.493.

5)  Sera Delamont and Lorna Duffin, ed ., The Nineteenth — Century Woman ( London : Croom Helm ,
1987),p.193.

6) Ibid.,pp.193 —194.

7) Ibid.,p.200.

8) George Eliot , The Mill on the Floss ( Boston and New York : Houghton Mufflin Company , 1908 )
,pp . 276 —277.

9) YE-X-F-KR-FK7-LVE EBE-R TE-0M; (FR: HiE, 1959), p. 266.

10)  John Purkis. A Preface to George Eliot ( London and New York : Longman, 1985 ), pp. 105 —
106.

11) George Eliot , Romora Vol . II ( Boston and New York : Houghton Mifflin, 1908 ), p. 265.

12)  George Eliot, Daniel Deronde Vol . 1 ( Boston and New York : Houghton Mifflin Company , 1908 ),
p.125.

— 237 —



